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The Silent Flame 


by TexasBean 


Summary 


While in the Foggy Swamp, Aang also has a vision about his firebending teacher. Weeks 
later, he and his friends end up in a strange Earth Kingdom town that holds tightly onto its 
secrets. 

“Tt sounds like you’re describing Zuko,” the blacksmith says, and fire dances from his 
fingertips. “The Spirits really do have an ironic sense of humor.” 

It’s not until they know who Zuko’s father is, that they realize what the blacksmith meant. 
Zuko knows that he cannot run from destiny; but he really wishes that it didn’t involve him 
returning to the Fire Nation. 


Notes 


I’ve had this fic idea sitting on the backburner for quite a few years now, and after reading 
several Zuko-based fics I’ve finally decided to dust this baby off and publish it. I pretty much 
have the entire thing figured out, so it shouldn't be too long or a complete series rewrite. 


The World Goes Silent 


Getting sucked into a swamp while adventurous, wasn’t exactly Aang’s idea of fun. He’d 
been split up from Katara and Sokka; and Appa and Momo had gotten lost as well. 


While searching for his traveling companions, Aang heard laughter. The source was a girl 
around his age, accompanied by a flying boar. He ended up chasing after the apparition 
through the swamp; as she ducked and weaved between trees and over their outstretched, 
moss-covered limbs. Her laughter was taunting and teasing. 


He couldn’t ever seem to get a full view of the girl, and only caught snippets of what looked 
to be fancy clothing. The girl and the flying boar following after her seemed to finally 
disappear for good through a thicket of trees. Aang was about to leave and continue searching 
for his friends, when a rusty-red ferret-fox ran across his path. 


Aang was confused of course, because ferret-foxes weren’t wetland-dwelling animals. They 
liked the warmer climates of the forests in the Fire Nation. Seeing one here was strictly 
impossible. The ethereal glow surrounding it compelled Aang to follow. 


“Another vision?” Aang asked aloud in genuine surprise. But he followed after the ferret-fox 
anyway. Not for the first time, he was thankful for the ntmbleness airbending provided him. 


The ferret-fox lead him to a clearing where the sunlight was filtering through the trees. It was 
so warm compared to the rest of the Swamp. The ferret-fox ran up to a person sitting on a 
stump in the middle of the clearing. It was a guy with choppy, dark hair; he had Dual Dao 
strapped to his back. Upon closer inspection, Aang could see the pure gold color of his eyes, 
and noticed that there was an odd pattern sewn on the guy’s shirt. It looked like a dragon 
wrapped around a lotus. 


If Aang had to guess, he looked to be around Sokka’s age, if not just a year or so older. 


Aang openly winced when the teen’s hand moved to scratch the ferret-fox behind the ears. 
There were burn scars on his wrists peeking out from underneath his sleeves. Then, the teen 
shifted. Aang could see more burn marks from beneath the collar of his shirt. 


The sight made Aang cringe, because he thought of Katara and how he burned her. The burns 
looked years old, and Aang felt sympathy. He remembered how Katara screamed with the 
small burns on her hands. These looked painful, and this boy clearly hadn’t had the luxury of 
a Water Healer. 


Does he really need a firebending teacher? He’d been doubting himself lately and 
questioning if he really even needed firebending to fight the Fire Lord. He could just use Air 
to blow out the flames; or Earth to snuff them; or Water to put them out. Fire had only ever 
caused pain... 


Kuzon would disagree, Aang knew. But still, he remembered how angry Sokka and Jeong- 
Jeong got and how terrified Katara had looked. What if she hadn’t been able to heal herself? 


Still, this was a vision from the Spirits, so Aang should accept all the help he can get. 


Aang stepped forward to get a better look, because unlike the girl, Aang was actually able to 
really take in this guy’s appearance. Earth Kingdom-like clothing with elements of red... 


“Are you supposed to be my firebending teacher?” Aang asked the apparition, who of course 
didn’t answer. Looking at the clothing next, he also had to wonder, “Does this mean you’re 
you in the Earth Kingdom?” 


That of course makes him wonder where he’s even supposed to start looking for a Firebender 
in the Earth Kingdom, what with it being so vast. 


Aang stepped on a stick and he felt it crack under his weight, but he didn’t hear it break. It 
wasn’t something he noticed at first. A flock of birds unexpectedly shot past, only a few feet 
away. Startled, Aang jumped back - but that was when he realized how utterly silent 
everything was. He hadn’t even heard the birds fly passed him. 


“T can’t hear anything!” Aang nearly panicked. He can at least hear his voice, so that brought 
some relief. 


The teen in front of Aang lit a small, golden yellow flame in his palm, and seemed to be 
watching it intently. The flame formed so easily, that a small part of Aang was almost jealous. 
Jeong-Jeong had formed a flame in his palm too, but not like this. 


There seemed to be so much more to this small flame. There seemed to be impossible colors 
dancing within the small flame. The teen was so relaxed with his Fire, as if it were nothing. It 
made Aang question how someone with burns like that could use their flames so easily and 
just be comfortable with them. 


“Aang! Oh, Aang, there you are!” Katara called out to him with relief. Aang turned away for 
a split second, and when he turned back, the teen was gone. The sunlight had also been 
snuffed out by the canopy of the trees, and the Swamp returned to its usual wet and cold. 


Aang questioned for the umpteenth time if he really needed firebending. The Spirits seem to 
think otherwise. 


He told the others about his visions; the girl and the flying boar; the guy and the ferret-fox. 
“Well, it would be nice to have a Firebender who isn’t going to attack us.” Katara said. 
When Aang described what the Firebender guy was wearing, Sokka looked thoughtful. 


“A Firebender in the Earth Kingdom? Could be he’s from one of the colonies? The Spirits 
probably don’t want you to have a guy who’s brainwashed by the Fire Nation.” 


“Sokka!” Katara’s voice was an exasperated huff. They’d probably argue about this off and 
on. 


“Hey, I’m just saying.” 


Aang can only shrug. For now at least, he can focus on Earth. 


Huu just smiled, and told them, “Trust that the Spirits will guide you when the time is right.” 


* 


Thirteen years ago: 


Zuko was playing on the beach, at Ember Bay. He enjoyed the feel of the sand between his 
toes and the way the sun shined down on him. It was a welcoming warmth, like one of 
Mother’s hugs. He enjoyed the deep, rumbling cries of the gull-frogs as they scavenged for 
food. 


Mother was happy, and the sound of her laughter was carried along with the waves. Even 
Father was smiling, rare as that was. A combination of all these things must mean everything 
was going well. Zuko was happy. 


When Zuko was in the middle of building a sandcastle, he heard a strange sound and turned 
toward the noise. His eyes widened when he saw an eagle-hawk attacking a turtle-crab. 
Something within Zuko was angered at the sight of it. He honestly didn’t even understand 
what he is feeling, or how he should even begin to describe it. His vocabulary was far too 
limited to truly explain himself. 


Impulsively, Zuko pushed himself to his feet, and charges at the two animals, yelling at the 
eagle-hawk, demanding it to stop. He surprised the eagle-hawk enough that it veered away 
from its prey, and Zuko grabbed the poor, defenseless turtle-crab and held it protectively in 
his arms. The eagle-hawk must not have been that wary of Humans, because it landed on a 
few rocks not that far from Zuko, and watched him carefully. It eyed him, almost 
challengingly. The bird seemed to be wondering if Zuko would relent its intended prey, or if 
it would have to challenge a fellow hunter for a meal. 


Zuko glanced away from the eagle-hawk down to the turtle-crab squirming in his arms. It 
doesn’t really seem to appreciate his rescue, and seemed to think of him as another predator. 
It was then Zuko realized something: the eagle wasn’t attacking the turtle-crab because it was 
a bully. It was merely hungry. If he refused to give the turtle-crab back to the eagle-hawk, it 
will starve. If he gave the turtle-crab back, it will die. 


A life for a life. 


In Zuko’s childish mind, he begins to wonder if he could somehow save both of these 
animals. His mind began to think up various scenarios where both animals remained alive 
and happy. Perhaps his parents would let him give the eagle-hawk some of the food from 
their lunch. The eagle-hawk would be able to eat, and the turtle-crab would — 


Zuko didn’t even complete that thought as waves washed over him; knocking him off- 
balance, and forcibly releasing his hold on the turtle-crab. Within moments, Zuko was 
washed out to sea. Zuko barely even heard his parents’ shouting. All he knew was that the 
world had become repressive, cold and dark, and he couldn’t swim. Zuko fought against the 
tide, but to no avail. The tide pulled him further away from the surface, away from the 


precious air his lungs were desperately burning for. Although he tried his best not to breathe, 
and knew that it was a really bad idea if he did, Zuko couldn’t take it anymore; he needed to 
breathe. 


But Zuko was a fighter. He continued his struggle against the water when something hit his 
head. Zuko involuntarily inhaled sea water and the world went black, just as a pair of strong 
arms grabbed him. 


Ozai moved before he even knew what he was doing; some parental instinct drove him 
forward to save Zuko before he drowned. 


Ozai laid his limp son down on the beach and checked his breathing. Zuko’s head was 
bleeding somewhat, his face was pale, and his mouth slightly hung open. The boy wasn’t 
breathing, and for the briefest of moments, he considered this as something of a blessing in 
disguise from the Spirits. Perhaps it was even a Sign of sorts. Azula hadn’t bent fire yet, but 
she was born with that promising spark in her eye. He could tell the moment she opened 
them. 


Ozai believed (and he did still) that if the boy didn’t have that spark that all true Firebenders 
had, then he must not have neither the strength nor the will to live. 


But Ursa was right there next to them, and she practically shoved Azula into Ozai’s arms. 
Ursa started chest compressions on Zuko and forcing air into his lungs to encourage his heart 
to beat and life come back to him. Two minutes or maybe three later, the boy still hadn’t 
woken up and Ozai wondered if the Spirits had truly blessed him — only for that thought to be 
pushed to the wayside as Zuko began coughing and gagging, expelling the offending sea 
water from his stomach and lungs. Somewhere deep inside, Ozai held a mild case of 
resentment at seeing his son’s survival. He should have known that he wouldn’t be that 
lucky. Perhaps the Spirits were determined that a nonbender would be his heir. 


Ursa was crying as she cradled Zuko in her arms, simultaneously scolding him for being so 
careless, while thanking Agni that the boy was alive, peppered with ‘I love you’s’. 


“Let’s go back to the house, he can recuperate there,” Ozai said almost stiffly as he stood. He 
held onto Azula with an arm while he offered a hand in helping Ursa up as she tearfully 
glanced at Ozai. Her expression showed relief and gratitude and something else. She never 
looked at him like that...but he ignored it and focused on the task at hand. 


Ursa silently nodded and holds Zuko close to her, whispering, “It’ll be alright, little prince, 
itll be alright...” 


The family raced quickly up the path to their beach house where servants run out to meet 
them. They promptly greeted Ozai and Ursa, before concerning themselves with the well- 
being of Zuko. While Ozai would have preferred to leave the boy’s care to the servants, Ursa 
insisted on carrying Zuko herself to his room. Ozai started to say something along those 
lines to Ursa, but she sent a venomous look his way that basically told him not to get in 
between a worried mother and the care of her son. 


Ozai promptly shut his mouth and scowled, before handing Azula off to a servant to get 
cleaned up, and to summon the palace healer while they were at it. He might as well give the 
boy a fighting chance. 


Other than a mild concussion that went away within the next few days, Zuko was perfectly 
fine. 


Ursa was relieved. 


Ozai was apathetic. 


A little over two years later, Zuko came down with a massive fever that had everyone 
concerned. 


It was so bad, that Ursa and Hiro, the palace healer were at his bedside throughout the 
following days and nights. Neither of them were getting much sleep. Trying to help Zuko get 
comfortable seemed to hurt him, as he practically screamed whenever someone tried to put 
even a thin blanket on him. Seeing Zuko in pain when Ursa was desperately trying to offer 
comfort made her feel like a failure as a mother. 


Hiro just told her that she’s doing her best. 


It hurt to sit there and listen to Ursa essentially beg for Zuko to sleep. The servants were also 
at their wits’ end, feeling so exhausted as they cared for the sickly child when Ursa finally 
took her own much-needed rest. 


They had several herbs and spices ground into various medicines to treat the sickness. For 
fear of Azula catching it, she was not allowed in her brother’s room. The servants had to wear 
aprons and dispose of them whenever they exited the room. 


Hiro did everything he could. He’d seen fevers like this before, and he looked on with a grim 
expression. There are few who walk away unscathed from illnesses this severe. But there 
were a higher number of those who survive — but are affected negatively in some way. A 
physical or mental ailment isn’t ideal for any Fire Nation child; especially a Prince. Perhaps 
Agni will bless the boy, considering who his parents are. He encouraged the Fire Priests, 
Priestesses, and Sages to pray. All of them prayed fervently for hours over the course of the 
following days. 


Agni must bless the child. He was a Prince, and he must be without flaw. 


* 


When Zuko finally woke up a little over a week later, Ursa was so relieved. She tearfully 
thanked Agni. But it was within moments that Ursa realized that something was wrong; very, 
very wrong. 


“Zuko?” Ursa said, and Zuko didn’t even glance her way. He was focusing on the cup of 
water in his hands. 


“Zuko?” Ursa said again, much louder; hoping that her son is just distracted. There was no 
reaction. 


Hiro came in just minutes later as Ursa had summoned him the moment Zuko was awake. 
“Hiro, something’s wrong,” Ursa’s voice was tight, but she remained in control. She had to. 
She saw how Hiro frowned when Zuko didn’t react to her voice for a third time. 


Hiro took a small mixing bowl and a wooden spoon from his bag and walked to the other side 
of the bed. Zuko looked up at the man and smiles in recognition. 


“Please, get his attention, Princess Ursa.” Hiro said softly. 


Ursa tapped on Zuko’s shoulder and tried speaking to him — and she didn’t like how Zuko 
frowned as he looked at her confusedly. He tilted his head and furrowed his brow. 


Hiro gave the mixing bowl a few good *thwacks!* and Ursa instinctively flinched at the 
sound. 


Zuko didn’t react. 
Hiro leaned forward so that the bowl is near Zuko’s left, and repeated the process. 


There was no reaction. Not really, anyway. Zuko tilted his head, just slightly — as if he maybe 
heard something. Going by his expression, he was clearly questioning if he had heard 
something. But it wasn’t enough, and it had taken him too long to even respond. 


Ursa can’t help but feel bitterness and fear. Agni had withheld his blessing in Zuko’s fire, and 
Zuko’s health. Ozai will not be happy. 


Zuko’s life had changed drastically, and he didn’t like it. He didn’t fully understand what was 
going on, or why. He’d been moved out of the palace to a guesthouse that was on the palace 
grounds. There were changes happening, and he can’t seem to voice his frustrations. 


The world suddenly stopped having sound, and everyone is frustrated with it. 


The servants are clearly annoyed as they grab his arm and point and scold, but none of it 
made sense. Why didn’t he have the same freedoms he used to have? 


So, of course Zuko logically thought to sneak out; but he’s caught right away. He wasn’t sure 
why, at first. But he’s an intelligent child and he realized that he must be doing something to 
draw their attention, so he adapted. Zuko became observant and learned the timing of the 
guards, and made sure to watch his feet so he didn’t kick anything. 


With a hint of pride that only Zuko felt, the servants and guards had to increase their alertness 
just to keep an eye on him. 


Father wasn’t pleased when Zuko accidently ran into him during one of his sneaking-out 
rounds. All it took for Zuko to understand that sneaking out was an extremely bad idea was a 
violent slap from Father. 


Father grabbed his upper arm and was jostling him. Father was talking, and the look on his 
face was furious. Pulling away only made it worse, because Father slapped him again. Then 
Father practically started dragging him away. Zuko was too short to keep up with Father, and 
his stumbling only made Father squeeze his arm tighter. When they reached the house, Zuko 
was shoved inside. 


Zuko’s arm was bruised, and the thought of accidently running into Father again curbed all 
desire to escape and explore. Mother came by every few days and they sat out in the garden 
watching the turtle-ducks. This was always Zuko’s favorite. 


When Uncle Iroh and Lu Ten visited; Zuko was excited. But their mouths moved while they 
looked happy to see him, there was no sound. Lu Ten tried to talk to him, but Zuko only tilted 
his head in confusion. Lu Ten wrote down a few small words for Zuko on some paper, along 
with ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. That made things a bit easier, but communication was still difficult. 


He hadn’t seen Azula since he got sick. 


All it seemed Zuko could do as of late was throw a tantrum because he didn’t understand 
what people wanted. They yelled and pointed, and so Zuko shoved the scrolls and papers 
from his desk and yelled back. He knew that he was making some kind of noise because his 
throat hurt afterward and people reacted. 


There were times that he wanted something too, but he couldn’t seem to communicate that 
want; he couldn’t tell them, and he couldn’t write it down since he didn’t know how. 


All too often, their faces grimaced, and they looked frustrated. It was mounting frustration 
upon frustration. 


Mother was visiting him today, and he wanted to walk in the garden. He tried to walk out of 
the house, but Mother wouldn’t let him. Her mouth moved and she shook her head, and tried 
to lead him back inside. Zuko shook his head and pointed outside. 


Why couldn’t they go outside? 


Mother wouldn’t let him go, and she kept trying to guide him back in the house. Zuko had 
another frustrated tantrum right then and there. Mother just hugged him as he hit her before 
he finally gave up and leaned against her. 


A man named Toshio was sitting at the dining table with Ursa and Ozai. Since he wasn’t 
some sort of military official or dignitary, he received the casual, yet formal treatment. He 


was a teacher and caretaker for deaf children, and it was with some hope for Zuko learning 
sign language that Ursa sought him out. 


The fact that she couldn’t communicate with her son was painful. It took arguing and quite a 
bit of convincing Ozai that they needed this. Zuko needed it most of all. Ozai seemed to have 
his doubts and Ursa could see how much he disliked having to resort to this. It’s utterly 
shameful and scandalous, she knew. It was why Ozai demanded they hide Zuko away like 
they did. 


At least Toshio promised discretion. 


“So he’ll be able to communicate, normally?” Ozai asked. Ursa knew what he’s actually 
asking. 


“Every deaf person is unique,” Toshio replied instead. “Since he’s nearly six, he should still 
have vocal capabilities. I can teach him to lip-read alongside teaching him Sign, but that can 
be frustrating and exhausting for everyone at one time or another. I’m not going to promise 
that he’ll sound perfect, but he’Il be able to communicate.” 


Toshio said that deaf people could learn things easily. Once they have are comprehending and 
aren’t simply repeating; they were ready and willing to learn. 


“There are teachers who insist on strictly lip-reading, but that can be mentally exhausting, 
and things can get lost in communication.” 


Far too many words looked similar; assumptions that a person caught everything in the 
conversation; having to repeat sentences because information was missed... Not everyone 
was willing to accommodate the needs of someone else; as if constantly expecting one person 
to do all the work. 


Ursa couldn’t help but worry for Zuko. Toshio telling them of the struggles Zuko could 
potentially face as he got older... All she could do was be whatever support he needed. 


Once they were done with their meal, a harried servant pulled Zuko into the room by his arm. 
He was adamantly struggling against her hold, and yelling at her. Zuko even managed a few 
kicks. Ursa’s heart hurt at the sight. Zuko lit up the moment he saw her; and was now 
cooperating. 


Ursa only smiled gently, and the servant did as she was instructed and forcibly set Zuko next 
to Toshio. The first thing Zuko did was try and get out of his chair, obviously wanting Ursa. 
Instead, the servant held him down and squatted down to his level. 


The servant sounded exhausted as she firmly states, ““No, Prince Zuko.” 
Zuko stuck his tongue out at her and pouted. 


Toshio then tapped Zuko on the shoulder. Zuko looked up at the man questioningly, and Ursa 
hoped and prayed that this would work. 


“Hello, Prince Zuko,” Toshio spoke slowly and clearly as he signed. “It’s nice to meet you.” 


Zuko made a face at Toshio as if he’d grown a second head. 


Toshio pulled out a book from his pocket, and from what Ursa could see, it had pictures of 
animals and objects in it. 


Toshio began to slowly work through the book, pointing to the picture and making the Sign 
and voicing the word. Zuko had the expression of someone confused, and he looked at Ursa 
as if she could help explain what was going on. Ursa glanced at Ozai out of the corner of her 
eye, and he looked as if he considered this a waste of time. 


Toshio just got Zuko’s attention whenever he turned away and continued as if there hadn’t 
been a pause. 


They came to a page, and Toshio points to the picture and said, “Mother,” then pointed to her, 
and said again, “Mother,” all while making the sign. It was a moment that Ursa distinctly 
would remember for years to come. Zuko watched carefully, and after glancing at her — his 
eyes — Zuko’s eyes suddenly lit up in understanding, and he copied the sign for “Mother”. 
And then he was copying the previous signs with clear enthusiasm, and pointing at Toshio, 
as if asking him to show the Signs again and again. 


Toshio had a victorious smile. 


Ursa was elated, and she did everything to hold back her tears. It was unbecoming for a Fire 
Princess’ makeup to start running. 


A Father’s Wrath, and a Father’s Loss 


Chapter Summary 


Zuko's life has been upturned, but he's adapting. Azula gets sneaky. Ursa just wants to 
protect her son. Ozai is cruel. Iroh has just walked into a mess. 


Chapter Notes 


Psh. Who needs sleep?? 


Warnings: Ozai’s a judgmental jerk, ablesim, completely unreliable narrators, and child 
abuse. Oh, my. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


It had been a year since Zuko started learning Sign Language, and something is wrong, or at 
least Ozai fully believed that was the case. Whenever Zuko used his voice, it sounded off. 
Raspy and warped with an annoying lisp, along with occasionally slurring words. All around, 
he was unpleasant to listen to. If Zuko were to speak to anyone outside of the palace, they 
would know that Zuko was flawed. They would know the prince was weak. 


Ozai didn’t want that weakness to reflect on him. 


Maybe the Spirits were punishing the boy. Or perhaps it was Ozai himself. Or maybe this was 
fate; a Blessed Sign for Azula’s sake. Agni had withheld his blessing from the boy, but had 
blessed Azula with blue flames. 


Still, he asked Toshio, “Is he always going to sound like that?” 


Toshio’s expression remained blank as he replied, “Prince Zuko’s just started, and it will take 
a few years for him to...sound relatively normal. Unfortunately, I can’t promise that he will. 
Sounding normal takes a lot of work for the one learning.” 


Toshio gave a quiet sigh, “All too often, education is put to the side in favor of normalizing 
the child; or education is made the priority and learning to speak properly isn’t as important. I 
do what I can to combine both of these methods; so that one isn’t prioritized over the other. It 
can be slow going. 


“But Prince Zuko is the one who has to learn how to pronounce words he’s never heard 
before. It gets exhausting and frustrating for the learner. Forcing him to learn will only 
discourage him; it’s best to go at a pace he’s comfortable with.” 


Ozai observed for a moment or two, as Zuko learned the Sign for a word; along with how to 
write and spell it; and then he had to say it. 


The word was ‘measure’. 


The boy said it like, ““mehz-jure” dragging the one word out in places, butchering the word 
completely. If Ozai hadn’t known what word they were practicing, he wouldn’t have 
understood a thing. 


Toshio had Zuko’s hands pressed against his face and throat. “Measure. Measure. Now you 
try, Prince Zuko.” 


His pronunciation wasn’t any better than last time. 
Other intelligible words followed. Only a few were actually understandable. 


Ozai didn’t hold out any hope for improvement. 


The more he learned, the more Zuko realized that facial expressions matter. He focused on 
people’s faces as they spoke — watching their words — and trying to figure out if those two 
things went together. Sometimes, words were spoken that Zuko thought sounded mean. But 
then the person would laugh — and there was something in their face that Zuko knew they had 
been joking in that happy, friendly way. 


Other times, though — a person could say the same thing, and they would laugh. And the 
expressions were cruel. Like they enjoyed saying mean things and knew they could get away 
with it. 


People were frustratingly confusing like that. 


So Zuko focused on people’s faces. His mother often looked sad, even when she smiled. 
Azula, when he did catch a passing glance of her, she looked...sad? Angry? Bored? It was 
difficult to tell. Father looked...Zuko couldn’t be sure. Father hardly ever smiled. He often 
looked angry, especially when it came to Zuko. But it would be in such a subtle way, that 
Zuko would think he was just imagining things. 


He could see the frustration on the servants’ faces when it came to him. But for those who 
knew a few basic signs; their faces were always pleasant. They were nice to talk to. 


Zuko looked up at Toshio one day, and signed, ‘Are there other people like me?’ 
‘Yes,’ Toshio said. 


‘Can I meet them?’ Zuko asked, and he frowned at the expression on Toshio’s face. He didn’t 
look happy. Still, Zuko insisted, ‘I don’t know anyone else deaf. I want to meet other people 
like me.’ 


‘Prince Zuko, I’m afraid you can’t.’ 
“Why not?’ 


Toshio’s expression was a strange one. Instead, he responded, ‘Because you are having 
lessons right now.’ 


‘Oh. Can we go out in Caldera later?’ 


Toshio signed after a moment. ‘I’m sorry. You can’t go out, because you are a Prince. You 
have to stay here, in the palace.’ 


‘But I want to go out there.’ Zuko insisted. He pointed at the scrolls and tomes on the desk, 
‘In the stories, people — the prince is always going out. I want to go out, too. Not just the 
garden. I haven’t been to the...Caldera Square in a long time.’ 


“Your parents are very strict about that.’ Toshio replied, and he unfurled a scroll. ‘Now we 
have to work on this—‘ 


‘No! I don’t want to.’ Zuko pushed away the work. ‘I’m always working on using my voice — 
I’m always doing schoolwork, I’m tired of it!” 


‘Prince Zuko, you have to do this work, your father—‘ 
“T don’t care!” Zuko used his voice, to emphasize his point. 


Toshio blinked, and took a deep breath. Zuko crossed his arms and glared. He would out- 
stubborn his teacher. He could, and would. 


Toshio simply straightened out the schoolwork. Toshio certainly had his lenient moments, but 
it seemed that this wasn’t going to be one of them. Zuko though, was determined to get what 
he wanted. 


‘Prince Zuko, I’m sure you can explore the garden with Princess Ursa when we’re done here 
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It wasn’t fair. Zuko had spent hours upon hours doing work; repeating words and sentences. 
It was the same thing over and over and he had had enough! On top of that, it seemed like 


Toshio wasn’t listening to him. 


In frustration, Zuko shoved at the papers and books on his desk; knocking the tomes, scrolls, 
and an inkwell to the floor. He was quite determined to have his childish tantrum. 


He watched Toshio breathe deeply and close his eyes. Then, he stared at Zuko with a 
thoroughly unimpressed raised brow. Zuko scowled back with all of the childish stubbornness 
that he could muster. 


‘Listen,’ Toshio very pointedly signed, ‘I understand that you want to go out, but you can’t. 
Not right now.’ 


Zuko tried to turn away in an attempt to ignore him, but Toshio slapping his palm on the desk 
and feeling the vibrations made Zuko jump in surprise and he looked at his teacher. 


‘T have let you learn at your own pace, to let you get comfortable with the work.’ Toshio 
signed, ‘But you need structure and discipline. You cannot run off and do what you want 
whenever you please. You are a prince, you are expected to act as such.’ 


Toshio then placed the schoolwork back onto the desk. ‘You wil] work on these.’ 
“No!” Zuko shoved away at the work again. 


This time, small flames sparked from his hands at that moment, and Toshio stood back in 
shock. Both he and Zuko stared at the small stack of scrolls that had various small fires on 
them. Zuko then looked down at his palm. He was a Firebender? 


No-one thought he could be. He was told he wasn’t. 


He caught movement at the corner of his eye, and watched as Toshio grabbed the tea pot and 
threw its contents on the flames to smother them. 


Zuko stared at his hands again. He was a Firebender. He smiled, forgetting about his earlier 
outburst. This was amazing! He looked up at Toshio, and he didn’t look as happy about it. 
Why was that? 


‘I have to tell your parents,’ Toshio said, and his face for some reason...Zuko couldn’t 
understand why he didn’t look happy. Wasn’t his being a Firebender a good thing? 


The next day, a firebending instructor was there. 


Hori, his firebending instructor, was strict. She didn’t have patience for nonsense. Zuko 
didn’t like her very much. Hori always scowled whenever he saw her, and she had hard, 


hollow eyes. The way she looked at Zuko never struck him as being anything friendly or 
kind. 


She constantly grabbed his shoulders and kicked his feet in order to adjust him. Her hands 
were always firm and almost hurt; as if she had no patience for him not being able to keep up 
like she clearly wanted him to. 


Hori constantly demonstrated again and again, ignoring his glares and huffs whenever she 
corrected him. 


His clumsiness made it worse, because he honestly tried as hard as he could. Yet he kept 
messing up, and he’d inevitably get clumsier and more frustrated until it seemed he couldn’t 
Bend at all. 


Nothing ever seemed to be good enough for Hori. She always pushed anyway, and ignored 
his complaints. 


Zuko’s days were filled with drills, drills, and more drills. His schedule was much fuller. 
Monday through Friday, he had lessons with Toshio. Every other day he had lessons with 
Hori. He was still expected to have some sort of work even on the weekends. 


Hori expected nothing less than perfection. He hated how she grabbed him, made him stand 
in certain ways until he executed moves that he just never felt comfortable doing. He could 
do certain flips and kicks just fine. Sort of. But most of the time, he could see that he was 
trying Hori’s patience — from how she scowled even more and her eyebrow twitched. The 
way her finger tapped on her arm. 


She was always cold, harsh and distant with him. Zuko hated her cold, unfriendly eyes. His 
lessons with her were always stressful, and he hated them. Firebending was supposed to be... 
better than this? The people he saw practicing their forms seemed to do it so easily. He could 
never seem to keep up. 


He only threw a tantrum with her once — she slapped the back of his head and forced him to 
do various difficult drills until he promised that he wouldn’t argue with her. 


He knew better than to try and argue with Hori. If he tried to not do the drills, she shot fire at 
his feet. With a snap and spark of her fingers, she showed him the kata she expected and he 
followed. 


Ursa knew of the practices that children like Zuko were subject to, and that horrified her. 
Zuko had been kept busy as of late; working more than most adults she had ever known. Ursa 
prayed to the Sprits and Agni for mercy. She spent what time she could with Zuko, though it 
was never as much as she would have liked. 


Zuko was usually too tired, though he would sleepily look up at her and smile. They spent 
time by the turtle-duck pond, with him eventually dozing off against Ursa. 


Ursa also spent time with Azula when Zuko was preoccupied. Azula was starting to become 
curious about the boy who lived in the palace’s guest house. 


“That’s your brother, Zuko.” Ursa said with a small smile. 


Azula questioned things like the naturally curious child she was. Why was he there and not in 
the palace? How come she hardly ever saw him? Why didn’t father ever mention him? 


Azula often had questions that Ursa wasn’t sure she knew how to answer. 


Ursa didn’t consider herself to be some sort of strategic genius. She could only do so much to 
try and garner Azulon’s favor. This meant her making meals and spiced teas that were outside 
of the norm of what the Fire Princess usually did. Ursa would have preferred doing it herself, 
but working like a servant was considered beneath her. So she made arrangements with the 
cooks to prepare various feasts for Azulon. 


Ursa also prepared various spiced perfumes just for Azulon, using the most expensive 
ingredients. This was all she could do. 


If Ursa tried anything flirtatious — it would do nothing but ensure that she was kicked out and 
banished far away from her children with a scarred face. Azulon wasn’t that sort of man, and 
it would be an insult to the late Fire Lady. 


If Ozai would bow his head and beg Azulon to have mercy on Zuko, then surely she could 
keep her son. But she knew that Ozai wouldn’t. 


She could only do so much; yet she felt that it wasn’t enough. 


Even her servants knew this, and in gentle voices the more courageous ones told her it would 
be best to just give up and let Azulon decide Zuko’s future. 


Zuko walked out into his living area one day, and stopped stock-still. There was a young girl 
standing there, and it took him a moment to recognize her. 


“Azula?” 


He hadn’t seen Azula in...he had to think. Two years? Maybe? She’d changed and yet she 
hadn’t. Her hair had several fancy pins in it. She looked kind of like a doll on display, 
actually. Her clothes and hair were eerily perfect. 


She looked around the room with a certain expression on her face. Evaluating. 
She started speaking. “Hello ...--” 


Zuko missed the words she had said, and frowned. He carefully used his voice. “I...I don’t 
know what you said just then.” 


“You sound weird,” she replied instead, frowning at him. 


Does he? Well...Zuko figured she would know. His voice probably isn’t passable enough 
since he’s not allowed out of this house just yet. 


“Master Toshio said my voice would improve.” Zuko tried to explain. 


Azula shrugged. She looked, Zuko wasn’t sure, almost disappointed? Sad? Annoyed? Her 
expression was difficult to read. 


“That...thing you do with your hands,” Azula was stiff, and she mimed Sign Language, as 
she spoke slowly. “The Signing. I -- mind if you showed me -- of them.” 


“You want me to...teach you?” Zuko asked, making sure he knew what she wanted. He was 
happy that she asked. 


“Tt could be useful.” Azula replied with a look of indifference. “Be thankful --- I want to 
spent time wi--ou, brother.” 


Most times, he couldn’t really understand Azula — missing words and bits of information that 
seemed to sort of annoy her that he didn’t catch them. Once she realized this, she spoke more 
slowly and purposefully, telling him that she hated repeating herself. 


“Do try to keep up, brother.” 


Zuko started with the basics, and Azula followed. She caught on very easily, like it came 
natural to her. They spent hours like this. It was nice. 


Azula left, though she said, “Ill be back, soon. Don’t tell anyone I was here.” 
She made a threatening gesture at him, and locked her lips. 


Zuko held her to her promise to visit again; and told no-one that she was ever there. 


Azula came on different days at different times when they both were free. She always hid 
when adults came around, though. She was really good at sneaking and hiding. Was she 
making any noise, or was she just that quiet? No-one ever seemed to notice her. 


They didn’t always practice Sign Language together. They did a few Fire Katas, and Zuko 
stared in fascination at her blue flames. He thought they were beautiful. 


Azula blinked at him when he told her this. Why would she look so confused? Why wouldn’t 
anyone think her blue fire was anything but? 


“You’re an idiot.” Azula said, but her expression showed that there wasn’t a bite behind her 
words. 


He didn’t have nearly the same mastery as she did, and Azula would point and laugh and 
make comments that he couldn’t always catch. Zuko would huff in annoyance and stick his 
tongue out at her. Azula would smirk, poke him, and laugh even more. 


Then she would perform the kata, slowly, a few times. And he would follow. Azula picked up 
speed, and while he certainly wasn’t as flawlessly smooth, Zuko could keep up relatively 
easily. It was much easier to follow Azula’s instructions than it was Hori’s. 


It was more like Azula showed off what she could do. 
Azula was flippant as she flicked her bangs with her fingers. 


“You’re my brother, Zuzu. I have high expectations.’ 


To Azula, Zuko was an oddity. He was kept in that house sort of like an exotic pet. Father 
never really seemed to acknowledge that he existed. Mother fretted over him. 


She was told to stay away from him. Of the rules that applied to her, Azula didn’t really like 
this one. All of the rules had solid reasoning that couldn’t be disputed; yet this one didn’t. It 
didn’t make sense. 


Azula liked things to make sense. 
She broke rules anyway only when she could get away with it, so this one was no different. 


He was always just outside of her everything. He was simply there, yet not really there at all, 
either. Zuko was an outlier that she didn’t really understand. 


She could see Mother with him in the garden. On those days, she wasn’t allowed out there 
with them. Azula instead had to work on her etiquette and other lessons, which was boring. 


Mother always answered her questions about him, yet they weren’t always satisfactory 
answers. 


Her natural curiosity got the better of her one day. 


She tried talking to him, but he didn’t seem to understand. His voice was odd and sounded 
wrong. He couldn’t hear her or himself, so he couldn’t correct himself. She’d never known 
someone so flawed — yet — he obviously knew things. She’d seen him having entire 
conversations with his tutor; hands flying about without a word being spoken between either 
of them. 


How useful was that knowledge? To be able to communicate without actually saying words 
out loud. It could easily be exploited — why wasn’t it encouraged more? Shouldn’t she know 
this language too? What right did anyone have to keep it from her? 


That thing he did with his hands, like the Yu Yan archers she had only read about in a scroll. 
Could Zuko be a Yu Yan if he knew how to wield a bow and arrow? 


It was knowledge Azula wanted to learn. What went through Zuko’s head? Did he have 
thoughts? He must, right? Or was he just always there like she’d always known him to be? 


He couldn’t react to her like everyone else. Her tone of voice often dictated to her friends and 
servants exactly what she wanted. Instead, Zuko would just frown at her, cocking his head 
like a confused puppy. 


It was annoying, because she couldn’t boss him around like everyone else. 


Her expressions and body went into everything as she learned to Sign — and he looked so 
happy just to talk to her. 


Easy to please and far too eager, she thought. But he was elated just to have someone to talk 
to that wasn’t one of the servants who actually bothered to learn more than a few simple 
Signs to get by. Maybe she sort of liked that he relied on her so much. 


His firebending was subpar. Since he was teaching her Sign, she might as well return the 
favor, right? It was a trade, that’s all it was. 


She guided Zuko through the katas. She’d poke and only very slightly burn if he did 
something wrong. It wasn’t enough to need any burn salve, but it incentive to be perfect. This 


was a sort of project for her. Zuko seemed capable of many things, why would this be any 
different? 


It always took him a bit more to catch on; it took far too long. Azula had these steps down 
just moments after seeing them. She was stubborn though. Azula didn’t want to dedicate all 
this time for nothing. 


When Zuko finally executed a Downward Phoenix Strike — he beamed at her. 


Azula felt something too. Zuko was able to do the move because of her. All of the frustration 
and hard work had finally shown itself. She was maybe a bit thrilled. 


Zuko still struggled with the basics, but with her — he was slowly improving. 
“Hori’s noticed that I’m getting better.” Zuko told her. “But I like training with you, more.” 


Azula stared at him. That did not flatter her ego whatsoever. Zuko could take his pretty words 
and burn them with his stupid-little-baby-flames. Azula was glad that Sign didn’t stutter. She 
scolded herself for being so pleased with what Zuko told her. It was unbefitting for one of her 
standing. She shouldn’t be flattered so easily by comments like that. 


‘Of course, you do. You actually learn something useful when it’s me.’ 


Uncle Iroh sent them gifts from the Earth Kingdom. 


Azula took her doll when she snuck out to see Zuko. He’d received a pearly-white knife with 
an engraving. 


Zuko took one look at her doll. He spoke slowly and quietly with his words. “You don’t look 
like the type to play with dolls.” 


Zuko was smart for some things like that: he noticed that she never played with dolls. She 
wished the adults who gave her gifts would notice that sort of thing, too. 


‘T’m not.’ Azula emphasized a huff behind her Sign. She looked at the doll for a few seconds. 
“Want to burn her with me?’ 


Zuko looked from her to the doll. He shrugged and nodded. 


They sat there on Zuko’s patio; hidden by a pillar and thick vines from anyone who might see 
them, and watched the doll burn. Azula made up a story as to why the doll deserved it. ‘She 
got caught hoarding all the Fire Lord’s favorite quills and lied about where they all went.’ 


Zuko stabbed its head with his knife — only after asking her permission, of course. Azula 
solemnly granted it. Stab wounds would add to the doll’s deserved suffering. 


Azula liked this. With her days filled with endless drills and schoolwork, whenever it got to 
be too much — she could come here. This was just hers — something away from Father and 
Mother — and Zuko — Zuko was hers. 


They snuck out one night — with Azula leading the way. Signing came in useful more than 
once when she had to signal the positions of a guard or passing servant. 


She ducked around corners and behind columns, and would yank Zuko into hiding with her. 
Azula kept her ears out for the servants and guards. With this, Azula noticed, Zuko was quick 
to adapt. He knew how to place his feet in all the best ways. 


She was pleased and a bit proud. 


They managed to sneak into the kitchen for sweetbread and spiced-honeyed fruit. They both 
were quick to grab several treats and not leave behind any evidence of their thievery. 


They sat at the table in Zuko’s house and enjoyed their spoils. Azula would always steal from 
him, and he would always complain. But he never tried to stop her; if he did, it was in the 
most half-hearted attempt. Azula told herself that it was simply because she was too quick for 
Zuko to prevent any theft. He should have watched his treats a bit better than that. This was 
an important life lesson. 


But the way he smiled when she claimed her prize made the treats taste better and she felt all 
the more victorious. She could fire insults at him, but they were empty words. He would just 
agree and laugh. She liked winning; but perhaps she liked that he let her win even more. 


She would never admit that out loud, though. 


Gradually, Zuko was given more freedoms. There are rules he must follow, and they’re easy 
enough. He can go outside, but he must stay within the palace grounds, and he must always 
have an escort. He has to use his voice while outside of the house, and he can’t use any Sign. 
He cannot use his voice when there are guests present. He’s not to interact with Azula, 
because she might get distracted. 


Those rules are fine, because Zuko was willing to take whatever he could get. He didn’t mind 
the one about Azula, because she always visited him anyway. 


Zuko liked the days that Azula visited him. They had conversations, and he could speak to 
her with his voice and she would Sign back. He always looked forward to these days, even 
though he could never set his calendar by them. 


He counted on her being there. She made him promise not to tell anyone that she was there, 
and Zuko knew how to keep a secret. Their meetings have been a secret for years; he’s nine, 
nearly ten, now. 


He liked it when Azula smiled. It was the one that held no mischievousness and reached her 
eyes. It made her look pretty and less doll-like; more Human. She looked like Mother when 
she smiled. 


Zuko relied more and more on facial expressions and body language. Because since he 
wasn’t allowed to Sign in front of others outside of his house; he was constantly watching for 
the meanings behind their words that he sometimes missed. 


While exploring and finally getting to interact with other people is wonderful, Zuko’s always 
left mentally drained. He was constantly having to look for all the visual cues; figure out 
what people are saying; and then know how to respond appropriately. They don’t always 
consider him. 


His words get jumbled sometimes, and he can see the looks of exasperation some people 
have. He did his best not to let it get to him. 


Zuko had a sneaking suspicion that Father didn’t like him. In the way his father frowned and 
looked at him; in contrast to Azula. On second thought, Zuko didn’t like how Father looked 
at Azula, either. His eyes aren’t soft, like Mother’s. 


Mother looked nervous as she handed him some paper. ‘Study this, and read it aloud.’ 
It was for a script to speak to Grandfather? ‘Why? When?’ 


“You need to present yourself to him. Show him that you are able to act normal — do you 
understand? This is important. A week from now.’ 


Normal? He questioned that of course. But Zuko still nodded, unsure and feeling very lost. 


‘ll work with you.’ Mother said, and she went through the small speech with him. 


They have to meet Grandfather today. Zuko must make a good impression, for some reason? 
At least, that’s what he thought it was. Mother gave a few quick reminding Signs to tell him 
how to present himself. 


They bow, and Zuko felt a light tap on his leg. He sat up straight, just like he was trained to 
do. Mother put her hand on his shoulder, letting him know he could speak. 


“Good afternoon, Honorable Grandfather.” Zuko said, feeling a bit awkward. “May the light 
of Agni shine down on you always, and your paths be blessed by his fire.” 


Did he say it right? He didn’t turn back to look at Mother, just in case he needed to keep 
facing forward. 


What was Grandfather saying? He can’t really see when the fire makes things all ripple-y. 
Normally, Zuko preferred a lot of light to see people’s mouths. But it was difficult to do here. 
There was too much light and contrasting shadows. He was also too far away. 


Somehow, Zuko knew that he missed something — but he and Azula have to show off their 
Bending. At least, he thought so? He will just have to wait to see what to do from here, then. 


Azula went through a series of fiery blasts before finishing in a bow. During this time, Zuko 
watched Father out of the corner of his peripheral. Father’s smile made Zuko feel...unnerved. 
It wasn’t a friendly smile. 


Azula sat down, not even breaking a sweat from her little performance. 


Zuko glanced at Mother, for some indication of what he should be doing. Mother nodded and 
pushed him forward, encouragingly. 


Zuko figured this was the perfect test. He kept his eyes on Father; watching him subtly. A 
chill was felt up and down Zuko’s spine when he noticed the glare. Zuko had recently learned 
the word, ‘loathing’, and that was obviously what Father felt when looking at him. In 
hindsight, he probably should have waited to perform this test when Grandfather wasn’t here. 
But he hardly ever saw Father at all. 


Zuko performed the series of katas near-perfectly; though he did stumble slightly more than 
once. But he stayed on his feet, and he noticed how Azula was smirking at him — this was a 
technique they’ve been working on for a while, now. The subtle shift of her hands that stayed 
resting on her lap to give a very small thumbs-up was indication enough to show that she 
thought he did at least alright. 


She would definitely want to work on it more, though. He’d stumbled more than once. Azula 
expected perfection, and Zuko didn’t mind trying for her if it meant just spending time 
together. 


People are talking and Zuko was doing his best to keep up. He glanced back and forth 
between his parents, and he wasn’t sure what was going on. They were definitely saying 
thanks, and making promises...? He wished he could sit in front of his parents and face them, 
because the angle he was at made it difficult to read their lips. 


Mother looked happy, and she bowed. Father simply scowled before bowing. 


Whatever it was that Grandfather told them...was it good or bad? Zuko took the cue of his 
parents and Azula bowing, and then followed after them. 


Mother seemed pleased. Nervous, but pleased. 


Father walked passed before Zuko could get a good look at him to determine if he was 
pleased like Mother. 


Once they were outside, far away from Grandfather’s oppressive flames, Zuko looked at 
Mother. 


“Mom?” Zuko asked. “What’s going on?” 


Mother looked sort-sad-sort-of-relieved. “There’s going to be a party in a few months, and 
you’re going to be there.” 


“...I don’t like parties.” Zuko said childishly. Even though it had been quite a while since 
he’s attended a party. He had been in rooms where there were too many people and it made 
him feel like he was an idiot for not understanding what was going on. Five people in one 
room all talking to each other still threw him off and was headache-inducing. 


His servants get too focused and sometimes they forget to look at him or Sign if they are 
speaking. He probably relied on Sign a little too much, but it was the method that he 
preferred. Speaking was fine too — as long as the other person Signed so he wasn’t trying to 
guess what they were saying. 


“Oh? Why not?” Mother asked, looking amused. 
“Too many people to watch.” Zuko clearly wasn’t looking forward to it. 


“Zuko, please. This is...”” Mother frowned. She cupped his face with her hands. “Zuko, you 
have to do this. It’s important. Do it for me, please.” 


Zuko nodded in reluctant agreement, and Mother hugged him. 


But not all good things last, Zuko realized. It’s an unfortunate fact of life; and he should 
know better, considering his circumstances. Good things can be taken away. It’s a good thing 
that he’s learned this lesson early on. 


Because one day, Azula’s smile fell. 


Before Zuko could even turn to see what was going on, Father suddenly grabbed Azula’s arm 
and yanked her up from the floor where she was sitting. His hand came down in a fierce slap. 


If he hadn’t been holding onto her, Azula would have been thrown to the floor. Her hair came 
undone, and a red mark was already forming on her face. 


Zuko’s jaw dropped. Father never hit Azula. Azula looked up at Father with an expression on 
her face of hurt and shock. She was trying to say something to Father, but she couldn’t seem 
to get Father to listen. 


“L-let her go!” Zuko grabbed Father’s arm. “It was my fault—* 


Father shoved Zuko to the floor and glared — that was what got Zuko to freeze. He was more 
shocked and terrified by that look than he was at getting shoved. Father was yelling and 
shaking Azula, and Azula’s expression was one of terror. Father slapped her again, and from 
how harshly Azula recoiled, it had been done even harder than the first. 


Then Father turned and pointed purposefully at Zuko. 
Zuko knew it meant stay there. 


Father practically dragged Azula away, and Azula looked at him — and her expression — she 
disappeared around the door. 


Zuko sat there, not knowing what was happening. He didn’t know how long he sat there, 
waiting. The waiting was the worst part. 


Father reappeared, and he had a long switch in his hand. 


Zuko was too terrified to look at Father. He stood in front of Zuko as an imposing figure. He 
just stood there doing nothing. What was he doing? What did he want? Suddenly Zuko’s arm 
was struck with the switch. 


Zuko flinched back, and Father was demanding something. He was talking, but Zuko 
couldn’t look at him. Zuko’s breathing was coming in short bursts. Deep breath in, deep 
breath out. It took a few minutes to understand what Father wanted. 


“Hold out your hands.” 
“But _— 
“Do not question me!” Father yelled, and the switch struck Zuko’s face. 


Zuko was shaking. Slowly, he held out his hands. Father brought the switch down, again and 
again. Zuko tried not to cry out, he wasn’t sure if he didn’t. He couldn’t stop the tears. His 
hands felt so numb. Father then grabbed his arm. 


“You will not be doing any of that...””» Zuko missed the word. Words? “...hand-flapping with 
Azula! Do you understand?!” 


Father smacked him. “I asked you a question!” Father wasn’t yelling as he leaned in close, 
gripping Zuko’s arm so hard, “I. Asked. You. A. Question.” 


Zuko nodded hurriedly. 
“Say it.” 
“T-I understand.” 


“Let this be a reminder.” Father gripped both of Zuko’s wrists and it was searing hot — Zuko 
was yelling and trying to pull away, but Father won’t let go. 


Father let him drop to the floor when he was finally done. 
Father just left, and Zuko was glad he was gone. 


Zuko held his hands protectively close, even when a servant came in just minutes later. He 
was in too much pain to really focus on her, but he could see that her expression was 
horrified before she ran out of the room. 


The servant returned with Mother practically on her heel. It took a lot of coaxing for him to 
even let her look at his hands. Her expression was angry. Hiro came, and he didn’t look 
pleased. He just shook his head as he treated Zuko’s burns. 


When Zuko was allowed out of his room, he automatically sat on his hands and tried making 
himself as small as possible whenever Father was close. Zuko found himself freezing up 
around him. When the family ate meals together, Zuko sat on his hands if he wasn’t holding 
something. He stared at Father out of the corner of his eye, always observant. Zuko was 
constantly on edge whenever Father was around, and he refused to even relax if Father was 
nearby; he watched Father’s every movement carefully. Zuko didn’t want Father sneaking up 
on him like he had before. 


Zuko always retreated back to his house in order to avoid Father. Once he was back in his 
house, his breathing always became funny and he would almost pass out. 


Azula wouldn’t even look at him or acknowledge him at all, though that was probably for the 
best. Her expression was hard, and always focused on whatever was in front of her. Zuko 
didn’t want to get her in trouble again, so he didn’t try talking to her. He didn’t bother 
sneaking around, either. 


His tenth birthday came, and a few servants and Mother were there. While it was treated like 
it was a special occasion, it didn't really seem like that much of a celebration. On the morning 
after his birthday, Zuko saw a plate of spiced-honeyed fruit on his table that wasn't there the 
night previously. He knew it could only be from Azula. 


Zuko had someone who followed him around all the time. He only got privacy for bathroom 
breaks or at night when he went to bed. The feeling of constantly being watched was 
thoroughly unsettling. None of the servants who were there to watch him all the time could 
Sign. They looked at him expectantly, and he had to use his voice. 


Was he getting better at speaking? Zuko wasn’t sure. The party was happening soon, so this 
must be practice for that. 


Toshio was especially on edge these days, giving Zuko extra work for practicing his voice. 


One of the servant girls, Mia, actively signed with him. He was much closer to her for that 
reason. 


“The Fire Lord is having a banquet next month, and several important people will be there. 
The Fire Lord’s grandchildren are expected to be present.” Mia signed and spoke. 


‘Lu Ten will be there?’ Zuko asked excitedly. It’d been forever since he saw his cousin. 
“Ask again, but use your voice. Princess Ursa and your tutor want you to practice.” 
Zuko rolled his eyes, and asked again. 

“T don’t know, he and Prince Iroh are currently in the Earth Kingdom.” 


Zuko tried not to be too disappointed. His uncle and cousin were doing important work, after 
all. 


“You'll be expected to behave,” Mia told him. “Sit up properly, and eat quietly. Take small 
bites.” 


He was expected to be normal. Whatever that meant. Everyone’s “normal” was different than 
his, and he didn’t really understand what it was that people were expecting of him. People 
were acting strange towards him, too. Mother , Toshio and the servants seemed to fret over 
him lately. 


“Make sure you don’t say a word. Let me speak.” Mai was firm in voicing and signing this. 
Zuko nodded agreeably. Though...why would he stop her from speaking? 


They constantly emphasized this “normal” and his using his voice. 


It was almost the day of the party, and Father had come to one of Zuko’s lessons with Toshio. 


Zuko immediately stiffened, carefully watching Father out of the corner of his eye. He 
released a breath when Father finally left the room. Glancing up at Toshio, his tutor didn’t 
look happy. 


Toshio looked very serious as he signed, ‘Zuko, when you’re at the party, just...’ he looked 
tired and worried. ‘Be careful. Use simple words if you have to talk to someone. Don’t talk 
too much.’ 


Zuko nodded, since he really didn’t intend to talk to anyone anyway. 


Shifting uncomfortably, Zuko tried not to fidget too much in his clothing. It was stuffy, at 
least to him. He liked the looser-fitting casual clothes he’d gotten accustomed to over the 
years. 


As he stood with his family members, Zuko just nodded at people who came up to greet 
them. 


“Oh, this is your son! I’m glad his health is doing better.” 


Zuko almost said something about not being sick — but he stopped himself. He remembered 
being told not to speak unless he had to. So he just nodded along and tried to keep up. 


Finally, when they had finished greeting their guests and everyone was mingling, Zuko found 
himself in a secluded corner of the room by the stage where they had a small orchestra 
playing. Mia stood with him just a few feet away, and he was thankful for her presence. The 
music felt like a low hum on his left, it was strange, but not unpleasant. 


People were just standing around, mouths moving. They looked far too serious to actually be 
having any fun. Weren’t parties supposed to be fun? This one was sort of boring. 


Not like he would know much about having fun at parties. 


There were just too many people here, and he wished he could disappear without anyone 
noticing. Maybe he still could. Would anyone notice his sneaking out? 


But then, he had to be here for reasons. What exactly was he supposed to do? 


Zuko felt the vibrations of the band moving around on stage, and then their new song started. 
It was fast-paced, and there was a beat on the drum, and he could feel the vibrations — Zuko 
gasped as he shot to his feet to face the stage. He’d unwittingly startled Mia, who stared at 
him in surprise. 


But he didn’t really pay attention to her as she approached him. 


He stared wide-eyed at the musicians, and he slowly put a hand on the stage, focusing on the 
music. 


He knew this song. 


Somewhere, in his memories, he had heard this song from before he got sick. He stood there, 
absolutely transfixed. The tune was something long-forgotten, but he remembered the song. 
Zuko couldn’t help but smile a little. 


The music ended, and it was another slow song. Zuko was a little disappointed, because he’d 
hoped that there would be another song that he could feel and probably know. 


There was a tap on his shoulder. 


Zuko turned, and it was a young woman. She smiled, and said, “You really must be enjoying 
the music! You didn’t even hear me.” 


Zuko just shook his head and shrugged. 


She gave him a formal bow. “It’s nice to meet you, Prince Zuko. I’m Yuna. I’m glad to see 
you’ve recovered and were able to join the party tonight.” 


Zuko bowed as well, and clenched his fists to not Sign. What was he supposed to do if 
someone talked to him? 


““..Nice to meet you too.” Zuko spoke quietly. “Thank you.” 


Yuna made a face as she glanced from him to Mia, and it didn’t look pleasant. Did he do 
something wrong? Was he not supposed to respond to her? Mia looked very, very worried. 


“T should go.” Yuna said, and she didn’t bow as she left. 


Mia grabbed Zuko’s arm, and he had to resist yanking away from her. Mia moved as quickly 
and politely as she could without causing a scene. She quickly took Zuko out of the party and 
to a nearby room. 


“Stay here.” Mia emphasized, through Sign and speech. 


What...what was going on? Zuko’s confusion only increased as she rushed out of the room 
and shut the door. She didn’t come back. 


How long was he supposed to sit here? How long has he been sitting here? A sense of dread 
filled him, just then. Last time he was waiting like this...maybe it would be different? 


Azula snuck in carefully, and he smiled when he saw her. But he quickly stopped, because 
they were supposed to ignore each other. 


She made a face at him. “You Dum-Dum, you talked! You weren’t supposed to talk!’ 


‘But she talked to me.’ 


‘Mia responded for you!’ Azula signed quickly and angrily. ‘You answered that lady’s 
question at the same time as Mia! You even gave an entirely different answer than what Mia 
said. Yuna is a noblewoman, she’s going to talk! You should have just stayed quiet!’ 


‘I didn’t know.’ Zuko replied uneasily. 
‘Maybe you should have —‘ Azula gasped and ran and hid somewhere in the room. 


The door flew open, and Father looked absolutely furious. Mother was pulling on his arm and 
she was crying and saying something to Father. Father slammed the door shut before shoving 
Mother to the side. 


He was yelling at her. 


Zuko immediately recoiled, backing away from Father to get as much space between them as 
possible. 


Father suddenly turned on him, pointing and yelling, but Zuko wasn’t focusing on him. 
Mother was yelling at Father. Father grabbed the shoulder of Zuko’s shirt, and flames 
erupted. A rotten scent filled his nostrils. Zuko was in pain and he screamed. 


He started to pass out when Mother yanked Father away from him. The pain didn’t really 
stop. He couldn’t stay awake, and Zuko welcomed the darkness that enveloped him. 


Iroh returned to the Fire Nation a defeated man. His son had died because of a plan that he 
had orchestrated. It was his fault that his son had died so prematurely. It was his fault that so 
many children wouldn’t be returning home. 


His siege had been for nothing. Why had it taken the death of Lu Ten to make him realize 
that this war was painful and utterly pointless? It was an honor to die for the Fire Lord, and 
Iroh had knowingly sent people to their deaths, and they had gone willingly. 


There was a certain tension in the palace as Iroh entered, and he was quick to notice the odd 
gazes and curious, pitying looks. Maybe they were acting like this because of Lu Ten? The 
servants bowed and offered their sympathies. 


A guard approached him. “It’s good to have you back, General Iroh.” 


“Yes...it’s...itis.” It isn’t. Not without his Lu Ten. “I think...I need to rest for a bit. Have 
some tea.” 


“Of course, sir,” the guard had an odd expression, sort of like a grimace. “I...have to 
apologize, sir. I understand you want your rest, but...the Fire Lord requests your presence — 
now, if possible.” 


Iroh can only sigh heavily, not in the mood to talk to anyone; much less his father. He wanted 
nothing more than to hole himself away and shut out the world. Azulon was not a patient man 
when it came to requests to have an audience. It didn’t matter that Iroh was his son and a 
Prince. Azulon’s demands were to be met as quickly as possible. 


He might as well get this over with. 


The first thing Iroh noticed upon entering the throne room was his brother. He stood there 
with a very smug expression, as if he were up to something. It was hardly ever a good thing 
to see Ozai with that look. 


“Hello, Brother,” Ozai greeted coolly. “Welcome back. My condolences about Lu Ten. He 
was far too young.” 


Iroh was suspicious immediately. Ozai wasn’t exactly known for his empathy. Iroh simply 
nodded curtly. Respect, even if forced — was to be given here. Iroh didn’t bother getting riled 
up (or maybe he was just too tired) and bowed to Azulon. 


“First off, thank you for serving your Fire Lord, even at such a great cost to you, Prince 
Iroh.” Azulon said. “There is something we must discuss with you.” 


“Of course.” Iroh agreed, wondering what this was about. 


“Your heir Lu Ten,” Azulon stated, “is no longer with us. You do not have another child to 
inherit the throne. Whereas, Prince Ozai has one that will continue to carry the will of Agni 
and Blood of Sozin.” 


Iroh stared wide-eyed. They were discussing this now? It was curious, the way he phrased 
that sentence. 


“One?” Iroh questioned. 
“Princess Azula, of course.” Azulon said it so casually. 
Iroh felt a sickening weight in his gut. “And what of Prince Zuko?” 


“The boy will be given to you.” Azulon replied. “As he is not suitable for inheriting the 
throne, and you no longer have an heir; it is the perfect arrangement, wouldn’t you agree?” 


“My Lord...I...[ don’t know if I can take him.” Iroh said, trying to work through his shock. 
He hadn’t even had time to properly grieve. He wasn’t even intending on staying in the Fire 
Nation. 


On top of that...he hadn’t really spent time with Zuko since his recovery. Zuko had been far 
too busy with his tutor... Iroh could count on one hand how many times he’d interacted with 
Zuko after his recovery. 


“Then he will be given away.” Azulon said, with absolutely no hesitation or remorse in his 
voice. “He can be useful elsewhere. He is flawed, and the Fire Nation must be without flaw.” 


Iroh turned towards Ozai so fast he almost lost his balance. “Ozai, you’re actually going to 
give Zuko away?” 


Iroh can’t comprehend it. If Lu Ten had been in Zuko’s position, Iroh would be kowtowing 
right now. Why wouldn’t Ozai even do that much? Surely, Azulon would grant Ozai’s request 
to keep his son! 


“The boy serves no purpose for our family.” Ozai’s voice was hard, laced with a hint of spite. 
“He was given a chance, and he failed to meet Fire Lord Azulon’s expectations. He 
humiliated himself and our family at the banquet we had four days ago.” 


“What happened?” Iroh questioned. 
“He used his voice.” 


That was it? That was all he’d done?! Why did that warrant sending Zuko off like he didn’t 
matter? He was a child. 


Iroh was filled with a rage that was entirely directed towards Ozai. Maybe there was some 
anger towards Azulon. Zuko was his grandson as well! Iroh knew that he had to step up — 
Zuko — Prince or not — depending on who expressed interest in a deaf child... 


Iroh wouldn’t wish that on even his worst enemies. Zuko had no-one else. 
“Very well.” Iroh said. “I will take him.” 


Iroh lost his son and the right to the Dragon Throne over the course of a few weeks. He felt 
rather numb to it. 


The guard he had initially talked to started leading him again. 


“Might I ask, what’s your name, young man?” Iroh wanted to remember the names of faces 
of those around him. 


“Tenko, sir.” 

“Where’s P...” Right. Zuko wasn’t a Prince, anymore. “Do you know where Zuko is?” 
Tenko grimaced. “He’s in the medical wing, sir.” 

That sickening weight in his gut doubled. 

“For how long?” 

“’,.Four days, sir.” 


Iroh couldn’t move fast enough. 


Iroh stared at Zuko who was slumped in his bed, picking at the sheets. He wasn’t paying 
attention to anything else. His chest and right shoulder were bandaged. The small tub of burn 
salve on the bedside table gave a grim idea on what exactly was underneath those bandages. 


His hair had been chopped off. It fell in messy, uneven locks around his face. Zuko had likely 
struggled when they did it. 


Ursa was sitting on a nearby chair, just looking at Zuko. She looked like he felt. She seemed 
so defeated. 
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Iroh cleared his throat gently. “Ursa...I... 


Ursa was on her feet within seconds. She ran to him and pulled him into a tight hug. “I’m so 
sorry about Lu Ten.” 


Iroh returned the hug, then asked, “What happened?” 


“This is my fault.” Ursa whispered as she pulled away to look up at him. “I pushed too soon, 
I should have waited — I — was just trying to keep him safe...” 


It had been a small banquet to prove that Zuko could at least interact with people outside of 
the palace. It was a bid to earn Azulon’s favor, and give Ozai a reason to keep him. There had 
been a plan in place, but Zuko didn’t realize — maybe he hadn’t understood. 


The fact of the matter was that Zuko had spoken — giving an entirely different answer to a 
noblewoman than what Mia had said. It was to Lady Yuna — who would whisper and 
willfully spread rumors. Knowing that a member of the Royal Family was deaf — Azulon and 
Ozai especially, would want the gossip to be stamped down. 


Actually...perhaps it already had been — and was regulated to be whispered about in rumors 
where there was no chance for the Royal Family to hear them. 


But to burn a child for doing such a thing...there were better ways to handle this! Iroh could 
easily think of a few ways to take care of this. Ozai’s temper all too often got the better of 
him. 

“...Iroh...will you be taking him?” Ursa near-whispered. 


“Yes, I will.” 


Ursa hugged him again, thanking him repeatedly, and finally let her tears fall. 
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Iroh didn’t know what he was doing, not really anyway. He had a traumatized child that he 
had no real idea how to help. What was he supposed to do? 


Zuko didn’t like being touched, constantly flinching away from contact. Iroh noticed how 
Zuko was constantly on high alert, even while drugged for the pain and fighting off possible 
infections. 


It was very much like how his soldiers behaved after an intense, violent battle. 
Even when Ursa tried to do something as simple as touching Zuko’s arm, the boy would 
flinch away and stiffen up like a pillar. He wouldn’t even look up at Ursa at those times, his 


expression showed extreme discomfort. 


Zuko flinched terribly especially when fire was involved. It didn’t matter how far away the 
fire was, it just had to be in the same room. It made Iroh want to punch his brother in the 


face. This... it was horrifying and needlessly cruel what Ozai had done. 


“How could you, brother?” Iroh had to ask, desperately seeking an explanation. “He’s just a 
child!” 


It was near-impressive and even mildly terrifying that Ozai’s golden eyes rivaled the coldness 
of the Poles. 


“He humiliated our family,” was Ozai’s excuse, which he explained far too calmly. “He 
couldn’t even complete one simple task. Not that much could be expected of him anyway.” 


Iroh couldn’t wrap his mind around it. Trying to justify that sort of treatment was simply too 
incomprehensible for him. Yes, there were times that punishment was justified; but this 
wasn t one of those times! He was coming to realize that he shouldn’t hold Ozai’s standards 
as high as his own. 


“The flawed boy is better off with you, brother.” Ozai added, far too conversationally, with a 
small smirk on his face. “It’s somehow fitting.” 


Such simple words were meant to dig deep, because Iroh knew what Ozai wasn t saying. It 
was obviously a cruel barb, but Iroh didn’t reply beyond a scowl. His brother had a smug 
expression as if he had won something. 


Ozai gave a polite bow that seeped sarcasm, and turned to leave. Iroh watched him go. A part 
of him felt pathetic that he could do nothing beyond that. 


Ozai had always wanted to compete with Iroh; to win against him in even the smallest, 
insignificant things. At first, it seemed so innocent. A younger brother trying to win against 
the older was normal; and not a surprise. But then it soon became an obsession. He had to 
win, no matter what it was. 


The relationship between him and Ozai deteriorated as they got older. There had been a time 
that they had been close — a rift came between them. The first time Ozai had demanded that 
Iroh ‘go away’ and ‘leave me alone’ over something. It had been a task that Ozai had failed 
repeatedly to do but Iroh succeeded so easily — he can’t remember now what it was. 


Iroh complied and left him alone. He’d let his brother go, assuming that was for the best. 
Maybe that was the start. Or maybe that rift had always been there; a fissure waiting to 
finally burst. A rift wider than the Great Divide that had no chance of being repaired. 


Somewhere along the way, Ozai had turned into...someone else. He was always competitive, 
but he was joyful. If Ursa had known Ozai before he became the person he was now, she 
would have likely loved that version of him. If she had known him earlier; maybe she could 


have held him back and grounded him, and he would always seek her council. If she had 
known him much earlier; it would have been crushing seeing the person he became. 


Due to some concern on his part, Iroh went to see Azula. If a rift like what was between him 
and his brother...it would be a shame if history repeated itself. 


While he wasn’t necessarily close to her — she was still a child that may need some 
assurance. 


How was she coping with the situation? What were her opinions on this matter? Did she care 
for her brother? Though — they’ve been cut off from each other for roughly five years. Zuko 
had been living in that guest house, having no interactions with her. Azula’s only knowledge 
of him was likely limited to that one night. 


She was sitting in the courtyard, being attended to by servants. Mostly, they fanned her and 
had food and drink on a tray. The turtle-ducks quacked appreciatively as she threw a mix of 
berries and seeds to them. Though, most of it appeared to be absent-minded. 


The snack was clearly meant for her consumption, but the servants didn’t deter her. One of 
the girls actually stood by and refilled Azula’s bowl when she ran out. After taking a few 
bites of her own, she continued the process. Other birds — fire-finches and sparrow-mice had 
gathered to eat their fill as well. 


“Princess Azula,” Iroh greeted with a bow of his head. 
The servants quickly bowed, and Iroh greeted them with another nod. 


“What do you want?” Azula wouldn’t look at him. She threw a few berries at the birds 
hopping around on land, her eyes watching them intently. 


“Tt’s a lovely day to feed the birds,” Iroh commented, and Azula furrowed her brows. She 
still didn’t look at him. “How are you doing?” 


“Why do you care?” Azula asked icily. Her eyes shifted towards him, but her head didn’t 
turn. “You never have before.” 


There was subtle venom in her voice. 


The servants all shared an uneasy glance, and said nothing. Not that they could, even if they 
wanted to. 


Maybe he deserved that. Azula wasn’t exactly someone he’d really connected to. Her innate 
talent meant that Ozai had her in his claws the moment she produced flames. Zuko on the 
other hand, he didn’t know all that well, either; with him being mostly cut off from everyone. 


“It’s simply because there’s many changes,” Iroh said gently. “Changes may mean new 
beginnings, but they can be disheartening all the same.” 


“Your point?” 


“T’ll be leaving in a few weeks, and taking Zuko with me.” 

There wasn’t really a reaction — beyond Azula’s scowl deepening. 
“,.And you’re telling me this because?” 

“He’s your brother, I thought you might want the chance to say goodbye.” 


“It doesn’t matter.” Azula said, sounding almost as cold as her father. “He probably doesn’t 
even know what’s going on. He couldn’t even do something as simple as being quiet when he 
was told not to talk to other people.” 


That sounded vaguely like something Ozai would say. Was that her opinion, or was she 
echoing him? 


“Still...” Iroh started, wanting to gauge the relationship between his niece and nephew. He 
wanted to ask her more, but Azula finally glared up at him. 


“T don’t want to discuss this anymore. Goodbye, Uncle.” 


There was that cold harshness there that perfectly mirrored Ozai. Perhaps it was too late; and 
Azula would follow in her father’s footsteps wholeheartedly. Perhaps Iroh should care, but he 
just couldn’t bring himself to. 


So as he left, he didn’t look back. 


Ursa sat with Iroh as she carefully explained to Zuko that he was leaving with him. There 
was a hint of recognition, and judging by the look on his face — Zuko didn’t seem to want to 
go with him. He was clearly asking Ursa ‘why’ and she explained through Sign as best she 
could; that Zuko wasn’t able to live here anymore with gentleness and tact. 


How would they even begin to explain that he was unwanted by his own father? Would that 
even register? That Zuko couldn’t stay with his mother and where everything was familiar. 
Zuko scowled at him — and went back to arguing with Ursa, his hands flowing through signs 
in rapid succession. Even Ursa had to ask him to slow down. 


Slowly an expression of desperation showed itself on Zuko’s features. He obviously started 
pleading. Either he didn’t understand the situation; or maybe he did. His nephew wasn’t 
mentally inept. 


Finally, it seemed that Zuko gave up. His hurt expression shifted into an impressive scowl 
that he directed at Iroh before glaring down at his hands. Zuko wiped at his face, trying to 
hold back his emotions. 


Ursa looked guilty. Her voice was so quiet he nearly missed it. “I wish I could have protected 
him.” 


He understood that regret all too well. So he gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. 


It was time to try and get to know his nephew better. It shouldn’t be like suddenly living with 
a semi-familiar stranger; on top of that, being able to communicate was a must. He would 
also help Zuko keep up with his studies. 


So he reached out to Toshio. Accepting the offer of tea, Toshio sat with Iroh for several hours 
going over Signing lessons. 


“Your expressions are vital — they essentially convey meaning and tone.” Toshio took a sip of 
his tea. 


Iroh looked over the books, trying to wrap his head around it all. He’d be practicing for a 
while. 


“Also, I'd highly recommend getting books on local Sign Language from wherever you end 
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up. 
“What?” Iroh looked up at Toshio. “Why? It’s not all the same?” 


Shaking his head, Toshio responded, “Because, Sign Language is also regional. The Earth 
Kingdom has its own Sign Language. Even then, there’s a difference between East Earth 
Kingdom Sign Language and Northern Earth Kingdom Sign Language.” Toshio gave a ghost 
of a smile. “The Earth Kingdom is more open to letting their own disabled be in public, so 
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that means people could potentially realize you and Zuko have Fire Nation ‘accents’. 


Iroh resisted the urge to groan as he massaged the area between his brows as a mild headache 
came over him. 


Toshio smirked, clearly recognizing and becoming amused at his suffering. 


“T wouldn’t worry too much, it’ll be easy to learn.” Toshio assured him. 


Iroh sat with Zuko and fumbled through Sign. Zuko wasn’t all that receptive. 
Having silent, accusing glares sent his way was sort of the norm by now. 


Iroh felt almost overwhelmed, but he was relieved that he had Zuko to focus on instead 
of...everything else. So he did what he did best, and made tea that was for calming nerves. 


Zuko reluctantly accepted a small cup and made a face when he drank it. He went through a 
series of signs that Iroh failed to catch, all while making an expression of disgust. He 
recognized ‘tea’, ‘hot’. After that, he was lost. He could guess from the movement of Zuko’s 
hand at one point...‘tree’ or ‘leaf’? 


Zuko didn’t want any more tea. He always made a face at the offer. 


After some observation of seeing how uncomfortable Zuko was with fire — when one of the 
other Healers used fire even when they are on the other side of the room — he watched their 
movements warily. A child shouldn’t be that on edge. 


It was disheartening to see one so young scared of their own element. He would need to learn 
to control his flame once again eventually; but Iroh didn’t want to force Zuko into that. 
Gradual steps. Perhaps a sort of confidence boost would be helpful... 


After careful consideration, the only one Iroh could really think of was his old friend 
Piandao. Maybe... Even though a Bender using weapons was frowned upon, it might do 
Zuko some good. It wasn’t like his brother had any say, not anymore. 


So he wrote to Piandao, asking him if they could visit and if he wouldn’t mind taking on his 
nephew as a student. Maybe they could work their way up slowly so he could overcome his 
fear. There were details far too complicated that were better not shared in writing, since it 
would more than likely involve lengthy discussions. 


It would be a few days before he got a response, so Iroh kept himself busy while he waited 
for a reply. 


He tried not to think about Lu Ten’s untimely death. It shouldn’t have happened. Thoughts of 
funeral pyres and Lu Ten among the dead invaded his mind. Iroh tried not to think about that, 
either. He’d much rather focus on his nephew than wallow away in his chamber. 


Everything was just too fresh, and therefore too difficult to really face. He couldn’t (mostly 

didn’t want) to stay here. He almost expected Lu Ten to come around the corner, sometimes. 
Sometimes Iroh swore that he heard Lu Ten laugh, or saw his apparition disappear behind a 

pillar; or walk through the trees, but he was always just out of reach. 


He was haunted by these visions. In his dreams, Lu Ten always approached him; shuffling 
out from among the dead and grotesquely partially burned. Lu Ten always rasped out, “why” 


and Iroh could never give an answer, no matter how hard he tried. 
Guilt ate away at him even in his waking moments. 


The palace only reminded him of his losses and shame. It just made him more certain that a 
change would do both of them good. 


Iroh was there when Hiro changed the bandages for a fresh set. A burn that started from 
Zuko’s left shoulder near his neck — part of which covered his shoulder blade — and extended 
slightly halfway down his chest — Zuko was incredibly fortunate that his burns weren’t more 
severe. Ursa must have managed to pull Ozai away before the burns could get any worse. 
Looking at it closer showed how controlled of a burn it was. 


That made it even more appalling. 
“He’s lucky,” one of the assistants told him, “that it’s not as bad as it could have been.” 
This was considered lucky? 


It made Iroh feel ill and outraged. He also noticed the older hand-shaped burns on Zuko’s 
wrists. Which weren’t as bad as his shoulder. What had been going on? Shame that he hadn’t 
known how severe all of this was came upon him; that he had been too busy in his failed 
conquest that Ursa who had been facing all of this alone, felt she couldn’t contact him for 
help. 


Taking a deep breath to quell his anger and not storm out to confront Ozai, Iroh turned away. 
Running his hand down his face in a mix of anger and exhaustion; this situation showed just 
exemplified Ozai’s cruelty. 


Treason wasn’t exactly something he had the luxury of committing right now. 


How could Ozai so callously do this to his own son? All because Zuko had used his voice. 
Was Zuko’s voice really that bad? It couldn’t have been. Surely an excuse could have been 
made? 


It was far more infuriating, because politics were Ozai’s strong suit. Ozai knew perfectly well 
how to twist things around to cater to individuals. He had a way with words, and could have 
spoken to the Noblewoman; could have made acceptable excuses or even lie to protect his 
son. He could have had a strategy in place as backup, but since Ursa was mostly alone in this 
entire plan... 


He could have even threatened the woman if he so desired. Instead...Ozai let his anger out 
on Zuko, and his nephew paid the price. There were times that his brother’s egotistical pride 
could hardly take a grating. People were well aware of Ozai’s anger, and knew that it was 
best avoided. 


No, actually. This was an excuse. Ozai just had to make sure to give his son a parting gift. 


Looking at Zuko as he winced uncomfortably as an assistant applied a burn salve to his 
shoulder; Iroh wanted to reach out, but didn’t. He didn’t think Zuko would appreciate it; as he 


didn’t like physical contact. 


They only stayed long enough for Zuko’s burns to heal to a point where the risk of infection 

setting in was no longer a worry. A child traveling with such a burn so soon didn’t seem very 
wise. Ozai at least was “gracious” enough to let Zuko stay until he was recovered. More like 
Ursa had convinced him to have a modicum of mercy. 


As long as he stayed in the hospital wing, of course. 


“T’ll give you burn salve and bandages to last you awhile, just in case.” Hiro told him. “Pll 
also give you the list of ingredients if you need to make more.” 


How truly fortunate they were to have Hiro looking out for them. The Healer had been there 
when Iroh was young, before the mantel was passed onto him. He had served their family 
loyally for decades. 


“Thank you for everything you’ve done for my nephew, Hiro.” 


“It’s been an honor, General Iroh.” 


The day finally came that they would be leaving. Iroh had a large bag filled with clothes and 
necessities for him and Zuko. Zuko was wearing casual clothing — and was looking at the 
docks wide-eyed. Whether it was fear or curiosity, Iroh wasn’t sure. Ursa was there, and she 
held Zuko’s hands in hers. 


Palace guards and attendants blocked curious gawkers from bothering them. There were 
people already whispering about why Ursa was there, and who the boy with her was. 


Did...did people not know about Zuko? They were aware of the first-born, weren’t they? 


He glanced at Ursa, who signed to Zuko, and Iroh only caught a few words. Though he 
looked away. It made Iroh feel as if he were intruding on something if he watched, even if he 
didn’t understand. 


Surprisingly, Zuko reached forward and hugged Ursa of his own volition — though it only last 
for a few seconds. Ursa clung to Zuko’s hand instead, and she passed something to him. 


Carefully, while avoiding his shoulder, she adjusted his clothes. She ran her fingers through 
his choppy hair, and Zuko let her — though his body language was somewhat stiff. He at least 
seemed to trust Ursa enough. 


She finally let him go when the Captain of the merchant vessel called out to them. 


Iroh carefully guided Zuko up the gangplank without touching him. Zuko turned briefly to 
look at Ursa before boarding; and he looked as if he were fighting back tears. She waved, and 
it was impressive that Ursa was so composed. She held in all of the emotions evident in her 
eyes quite expertly. It should have been impressive — except there likely was a reason she had 
gotten so much practice. Once the Fire Lady was alone, away from prying eyes, however... 


This almost made Iroh feel like a thief; a Spirit that snuck in to snatch a mother’s son away. 
That was probably how Zuko saw him. Even if he’d gotten Ursa’s blessing, Iroh knew what it 
was like to lose a son — but to lose a son who was still alive and have him forced so far 
away...it would be akin to slow torture. 


Iroh would have rather died than face a world where his son was still in it, and never being 
able to see him again. 


What went through Zuko’s mind as they sailed away from the pier, Iroh wondered. He looked 
nervous even as he scowled at the world around them, fighting and mostly failing not to cry. 


That train of thought was pushed to the side. This was a learning experience for both of them. 


A deckhand walked up to show Iroh where he and Zuko would have their temporary lodging. 
He introduced himself as Kenichi. 


Zuko could probably just stay where he was...it didn’t look as if he’d be in the way. Just in 
case. 


“Ts it alright if my nephew stays here? For now.” 
“Sure.” Kenichi didn’t really seem to care. 


Iroh got Zuko’s attention and haphazardly let him know that he’d be away for a few minutes; 
and that he should stay there. He received an annoyed scowl and nod, then Zuko turned back 
to watch the ocean. 


As they walked, Kenichi had an odd look on his face. He clearly wanted to ask something, 
but either couldn’t work up the courage considering who Iroh was; or maybe he just didn’t 
know how to ask. 


“Something on your mind?” Iroh asked for him. 


“Uh...” Kenichi looked almost embarrassed that he had been so obvious. “Oh. Well...the 
kid...is he...?” he made a sort of motion that was between a shrug and indicating a question. 


“He’s deaf.” Iroh said. “But I’m told he can lip-read well enough — if you speak slowly and 
clearly.” 


“Oh. That’s good, I guess.” Kenichi sounded uncomfortable. “...can he read and write?” 
A valid concern, Iroh figured. “Yes, he can.” 


“Oh. I didn’t know people like him could learn.” 


From there, an awkward silence descended on them. 


Kenichi led him to a room where everyone pretty much slept in bunkbeds, and Iroh was able 
to claim a couple of free beds. Afterwards, the other man was probably embarrassed, so he 
made himself look busy. 


After getting their things settled, Iroh slowly made his way back on deck and began sorting 
through his plan. The plan — at least it was sort of a plan. They could go to any Fire Nation 
ports; even those in the Earth Kingdom after this venture. Traveling from port to port 
wouldn’t be too difficult — for now. Would traveling be okay? It would be okay for a little 
while. 


Iroh had often said that if he weren’t crown prince or a General, he’d open a tea shop. Now, 
he was neither. Having a basic income and a project would do them good. Besides, 
introducing his nephew to tea should work wonders. 


Except a part of him didn’t want to settle anywhere near the Fire Nation, because people 
knew him. And what about Zuko? People weren’t really that receptive to children like Zuko 
near and around Caldera. They might be more open to him in the smaller villages, but still. 
Too far into the Fire Nation for his own comfort. 


There were still the colonies, so probably they could settle in one of many. 


Iroh tried not to be too concerned when he couldn’t find Zuko where he’d left him. He 
managed to locate him on the deck; hidden out of the way as he watched everyone carefully, 
even with his head down. He looked uncomfortable. 


Iroh simply sat a foot away, and let Zuko rightfully pout. He did notice that Zuko seemed to 
sit on his hands, but he didn’t point it out. There had to be a reason for that, and Iroh didn’t 
like to think about why that may have been. 


The merchants mostly ignored Zuko, in the sense that they didn’t have to tell him to move 
out of the way. He avoided people, especially when there got to be a small crowd too close to 
his personal bubble. It was just so natural for him to avoid people, that Iroh became 
concerned. Closing one-self off from people was necessary sometimes. It was good to be 
alone, sometimes. 


But self-imposed isolation contributed too much to loneliness. 


Iroh couldn’t imagine being alone in a silent, closed-off world. That probably made 
loneliness worse. 


One crewmember though, sat with Zuko and Iroh when he wasn’t working. He introduced 
himself to them as Yoichi. 


He just sat across from Zuko, and he had a small slate that he wrote on. Writing something 
down on the slate, he placed it down and simply waited. His nephew just gave the slate a 
glance before eyeing Yoichi with obvious suspicion. 


While he waited, Yoichi carved some small wooden figure in his hands, as if he didn’t expect 
anything. It would be hours later that Zuko finally handed Yoichi back the slate; and Yoichi 
looked positively smug for a few seconds — for managing to out-stubborn a child — before his 
expression shifted into a small smile. 


He wrote something down in response. 


They repeated the slate-writing process several times. He showed Zuko the small figurine he 
was whittling, and then offered a small block of wood and a knife. 


At first, Iroh was concerned that Zuko would possibly hurt himself. It turned out he didn’t 
have to worry. Yoichi was there to carefully guide Zuko’s hands when it was necessary. 


From there, Yoichi basically had Zuko at his heels. 

The merchants lightly teased Yoichi for having a tiny shadow. 
“You're just jealous,” Yoichi replied. 

He introduced Zuko to the ship’s ferret-fox and her kits. 


Iroh had to smile amusedly as he watched Zuko play with them. They were of the red variety 
— black ears, with fluffy, white-tipped tails. One of the creatures decided that it liked residing 
on Zuko’s head and poking its nose into his ears and even his mouth if given the chance. 
Zuko wasn’t exactly smiling, but he looked more relaxed than he had been for the last few 
weeks. 


“Ferret-foxes are excellent frog-rat catchers, great for merchant vessels like ours.” Yoichi told 
Iroh, in a deep, quiet voice. “Zuko’s really good with animals. Sango and her kits usually 
aren’t this friendly with strangers.” 


Smiling — albeit a bit sadly. “Is that so? My nephew has many talents.” 


An hour or so later, Iroh couldn’t find Zuko. He’d just taken a short moment for himself to 
meditate. Where could he go on a ship? Surely someone would have said something if he fell 
overboard? He took in a breath to relax, not letting his mind to go off on some ridiculous 
venture. 


He eventually found Zuko in the galley, helping the ship’s cook, Hanabi. 


How Zuko had gotten roped into it, Iroh wasn’t sure. But as he appeared to be enjoying 
himself as he chopped veggies. 


“Make those a bit smaller,” Hanabi said, chopping what Zuko had been cutting a little more. 
She gave a thumbs’ up and smirked as Zuko did as instructed. 


“Tronic that the only person who listens to me is the deaf one.”” Hanabi muttered as she turned 
to go back to her cooking. 


“T do listen to you,” the other cook replied in a complaining tone, sounding near-insulted. 


“Tell me that when you finally manage not to burn off your eyebrows, Tai.” 


“See what I have to put up with?” Tai asked Zuko, to which he only shrugged and shook his 
head. 


Hanabi and Tai continued bickering, while Zuko focused on his task of chopping the veggies 
and tofu. 


Iroh stayed back and out of the way. 


At dinner, Zuko had a strange look on his face as he sat at the table with Iroh and Yoichi, and 
some of the others. He looked increasingly uncomfortable as he focused on his food. 


“You alright?’ Iroh asked, and Zuko shrugged and focused on his food even more. 


He made a few motions in front of his mouth and pointed around the room...or table? Iroh 
wasn’t too sure. Thankfully, Yoichi had the slate and he indicated that Zuko write down what 
was wrong. 


It was little things like that that Iroh was becoming grateful for. 
“Too many people talking. Don t know where to look”’ 


Zuko closed himself off, so Iroh didn’t push, and neither did Yoichi. 


Because of his brief stint in the galley, a few of the others joked about Zuko joining them 
permanently. 


“Life on a ship isn’t so bad. Not like a person needs to hear to do aspects of this job.” 
Zuko threw up over the side, refuting that claim. 

“Poor kid doesn’t have his sea legs, yet,” one of them commented in sympathy. 

“T’ll take him to Maki, she’ll have something for his stomach.” 

Hanabi guided Zuko away from the railing to the Healer’s room. 


Iroh of course, treated the crew to tea that evening. Even doing something as simple as 
preparing tea has been feeling like far too much effort these days. But it felt productive, and 
that was what he needed to be. 


He felt like a puppet on strings, scooping and brewing the tea. It was edible, and the crew 
complimented his tea-making skills. But there was something in it only he could taste; like 
ashes and dust. 


Last Iroh checked, Zuko was asleep in his cot; with Sango and her kits all wrapped around 
him. Zuko shifted, looking restless. He made a noise — almost like a slurred word, Iroh wasn’t 
sure. A kit woke up briefly to snuggle under Zuko’s arm and against his chest. That seemed 
to settle him. 


Iroh had wanted to run his hand through Zuko’s hair as a comforting gesture, but he wasn’t 
really sure if that would wake him up or not. Unless he was thrashing through a nightmare, 
than Iroh decided it would be best to leave him. 


On deck, the rest of the crew were relaxing as well — just paying attention enough for any 
changes in the weather and for other ships. 


“You're good with kids,” Iroh told Yoichi as he poured the tea. 
The man merely shrugged. “It was nothing.” 


Iroh sighed as he swirled the tea in his cup. “You have admirable patience, though. And Zuko 
—he really likes you.” 


Yoichi had started learning a few basic signs, and already had the alphabet down. His 
reasoning was that it was better than passing a slate back and forth. But Iroh could see how 
happy Zuko was when Yoichi signed with him. 


He responded with an odd fondness, “He’s a good kid,” 

But the expression was gone just as quickly as it appeared. 

Iroh truly appreciated Yoichi’s kindness, not being able to express it enough. 
He couldn’t deny how kind Yoichi and Hanabi both had been. 


Zuko needed that extra bit of kindness, even if it was from a stranger. Iroh had been feeling 
drained even with the sunrise for weeks, now. His meditation lately has felt...empty and cold. 
His mind always seems to go back to that day in Ba Sing Se, and yelling out a command to 
his soldiers and... Lu Ten, most of all. He’d been trying to keep up appearances, but it was 
getting increasingly difficult. 


Interacting with people when his emotions were storming inside and smiling with them felt 
disingenuous. He wasn’t sure how long that mask would last. 


Distractions. That was what he needed right now. When would he get another chance to ask? 
“Yoichi, can I ask you something a bit odd?” 


Yoichi looked at him expectantly, so that was probably the only confirmation he was going to 
get. 


“Prince Ozai and Princess Ursa’s firstborn, do you know...what people are saying about 
him?” 


Yoichi hummed quietly. “Hm. Well, that depends on who you ask. Some say the newly- 
crowned prince is at a boarding school in Kinshika province, studying and such things. Most 
say he died four or so years ago.” 


Of course the populace would think that. 


Taking a sip of his tea, Yoichi added quite bluntly, “No offense to the Royal Family, but some 
people aren’t idiots.” 


He gave Iroh a very pointed look, adding, “You either believe the lie, or go along with it for 
self-preservation in all aspects of your life, General. Where ignorance is bliss, ‘tis folly to be 
wise.” 


How very telling. Perhaps it should be concerning that there were people who knew the truth, 
yet knew not to question it. That of course led into people who didn’t know the truth to 
speculate and accept the lies as truth. Blissful ignorance, indeed. 


But it gave Iroh pause, as he took in what Yoichi had said. Merchants weren’t really known 
for quoting poets. 


Zuko refused to get up to practice katas, in spite of being very much awake. 
Troh didn’t push him. 
Instead, Hanabi came to them and asked if Zuko wanted to help her in the kitchen again. 


That at least, seemed to be something Zuko was willing to do. He even looked somewhat 
excited, though he was obviously trying not to show it. 


Iroh helped as well, instead of practicing katas with the other Firebenders on deck. He’d 
much rather be doing menial tasks. He fried the meat and eggs, and made plenty of tea. 


Tai wasn’t allowed anywhere near the stove, something he grumbled under his breath about 
but didn’t fight. He was stuck with the task of making onigiri. 


Miso, natto, along with fried ham and eggs were on the menu. The, to put it frankly, stench of 
the natto assaulted Iroh’s nose. It had never been his favorite, and he’d known a few people 
who’d loved it (like Lu Ten). It was certainly an acquired taste. 


He wondered if the smell bothered Zuko. 


Iroh watched subtly as Hanabi stood next to Zuko, showing him how to make her 
Firebender’s miso. 


Hanabi spoke somewhat slowly but not exaggerated as she explained, “This miso is for the 
Firebenders on board, lots of fat and protein — you guys need to make your own fuel, after 
alle 


Zuko frowned slightly and nodded. 


She was likely trying to tell him to take better care of himself. Iroh would be sure to keep the 
recipe in mind for the future. 


Also noted: Zuko liked natto — especially if it had fire flakes. 


Iroh tried to encourage a schedule for Zuko. But his nephew was determined to be stubborn 
and difficult. Likely because this was a mini-protest; the only thing he could really do in his 
situation. 


Iroh had noticed when someone nearby released a flame, Zuko had been walking by when he 
suddenly fell back and froze; looking wild-eyed as if he were between being ready to bolt at 
the first sign of a threat and being unable to move. 


Quickly, he got in between Zuko and the perceived threat. He pulled Zuko away, into the 
mess hall. Here, Zuko would be able to relax. 


Fumbling through a few signs, Iroh encouraged Zuko to meditate. Even noon-day meditation 
was better than none at all. He’d been on bedrest for several weeks as well, and in all that 
time, Zuko hadn’t meditated or even performed katas at all. 


Some sort of structure was needed. 
But instead Zuko shook his head and went into a flurry of signs that Iroh didn’t understand. 
Now Zuko was even more frustrated because Iroh didn’t understand. 


Zuko huffed at him and threw a second flurry of signs and marched off elsewhere with a 
purpose in his step. Iroh reviewed the Sign Language book he had been given and he 
frowned, slightly. This was probably the first time in his life he had been called “poop-head”’. 
He was fairly certain there were other insults mixed in. 


Remind Zuko of his manners was added to the ever-growing list. 


“Let’s meditate today,” Iroh gently encouraged the next morning. 
‘Don’t want.’ Zuko looked increasingly irritable. 
“Why?” Iroh asked instead of pushing him, but Zuko only scowled and wouldn’t answer. 


Zuko wasn’t someone who could hide his emotions easily, he noticed. He wore them openly, 
yet it was hard to tell what he was thinking. There was anger, hurt, and frustration evident on 
his features, yet he closed himself off even more. 


“You need a schedule.” 


Zuko made a face at him, looking at Iroh curiously. It was the first time he actually seemed to 
really look at Iroh without glaring. 


‘Last word?’ 
“Schedule,” Iroh said again slowly, sounding it out. 
‘What does it mean?’ Zuko asked, looking at him expectantly. 


“Schedule,” Iroh repeated. He fumbled slowly through Signs as he explained, “It’s for when 
you are making plans.” 


Zuko made a face again. “You say it...not the same as Toshio.’ 
Ah...that’d explain his confusion. 


‘I didn’t know words could be said...’ Zuko finger-spelled ‘different’ and then signed the 
word. He looked mildly bemused at the realization. ‘Why don’t people all say it the same?’ 


Iroh smiled a little, at something so simple — he’d never really considered that a word 
pronounced slightly differently could cause a person wonder at the fact. Speaking slowly and 
signing, “There are places people learn words that mean the same thing, but they learn to say 
them different. Toshio grew up in a different region than me.” 


Furrowing his brows, Zuko shook his head. Iroh wondered what was going through his mind 
just then. 


Iroh managed to convince Zuko to at least meditate for about ten minutes — before Zuko got 
up of his own volition and walked away. 


“Zuko!” Iroh pointlessly called out — though he sighed after a second of remembering that 
Zuko couldn’t hear him. He got up and got Zuko’s attention. 


“That was disrespectful.” 


He could already feel the exhaustion creeping in. Trying not to get frustrated this early in the 
day, and prayed for patience. 


Zuko asked him what the word he had used meant. 
“Tt’s impolite.” Iroh explained, and Zuko understood, thankfully. 


There was usually a finishing process of a Firebender putting out the candle without touching 
it once they were done meditating. 


“Put out your candle,” Iroh said, and Zuko looked very uncomfortable as he glanced at the 
candles behind Iroh. He just shook his head and turned away to leave. “Zuko, stop.” 


Iroh reached out and gently grabbed Zuko’s arm, and Zuko flailed away from him. Iroh 
quickly let him go, and Zuko’s expression was one of fear. It hurt, with Zuko looking at him 
like that. Iroh didn’t want to do anything that caused harm to his nephew. But the way Zuko 
was looking at him... 


Suddenly, it felt as if they’d taken several massive steps back from their one small step 
forward. 


Iroh was quick to apologize. Zuko gave him a look that honestly was difficult to read, but it 
didn’t appear too negative. What went through his nephew’s mind at times like this? Zuko 
turned and left the room, without putting out his candle. 


To say that reaction was concerning would be a vast understatement. Iroh knew right away 
he’d overstepped and pushed too much. So he’d encourage meditation later. Until...he wasn’t 
really sure. Maybe when Zuko didn’t flinch away from fire so much. 


So he focused on other areas with Zuko, to the point Iroh wondered if he was annoying his 
nephew. Zuko scowled irritably when Iroh approached him for keeping up his lessons. He 
should at least continue learning; especially when he had nothing better to do. 


“The fool spits out the root of instruction; but the man who perseveres will enjoy its fruit.” 
Iroh said and signed sagely, as an encouragement. Iroh grinned and held the schoolwork out 
to Zuko. 


Zuko just made a face at him and made a few signs. 
It took Iroh a moment to understand. “No, Zuko...its food for your mind.” 
Iroh smiled again, even wider. 


Zuko’s eyes lingered on Iroh for what seemed to be an uncomfortable amount of time, as if 
he were searching for something. Finally, Zuko made an irritable huffing noise and added a, 
“Your face is creepy.’ 


Iroh just smiled and laughed even more; only somewhat genuine. It was all forced, but still. 
He held the schoolwork expectantly, and Zuko relented. 


He once had these same lessons, so he could certainly teach when Zuko needed it. Being able 
to be busy prevented Iroh from spiraling in his thoughts and ensured that mask stayed on for 
as long as possible. 


Yoichi seemed...Iroh wasn’t sure how exactly he should put it. There was a sense of how the 
man spoke and carried himself that separated him from the rest of the crew. His dialect and 
the way he said certain phrases felt oddly familiar; quoting poets, for example. Unlike the 
majority of the crew, Yoichi always walked with his back ramrod straight and his shoulders 
back, with his chin up. The picture of perfect posture. But he still worked just as hard as the 
rest of the crew if it was required without complaint. 


Everyone was equally friendly towards him, and made jokes as they ate and worked. He was 
certainly one of them...but was like a more sophisticated version. 


“He sort of reminds me of...” Yoichi started to tell Iroh in response to something he had said, 
before shaking his head. “Never mind.” 


His accent... 
“Would you happen to be from Caldera?” Iroh asked, putting the puzzle pieces together. 


“The outskirts, yes.” Yoichi said, looking almost bitter for a few brief moments before it 
expertly disappeared under a mask of apathy. 


So he was a Noble? 


Caldera Nobles had a distinct inflection in their accent that separated them from even the 
servants that were born and raised in the Capital. 


For a Noble to have a profession like a deckhand on a merchant ship...there were several 
reasons why Yoichi was living such a difficult life. Most Caldera Nobles would balk before 
lowering themselves to such standards, even in desperation. 


Yoichi had faint scars along his arms that stood out on his tanned skin; likely from skirmishes 
with pirates and seafaring life in general. His hands were heavily calloused as well. Nobles 
worked hard to show how little they needed to work. Pale skin with no blemishes was a must. 
Calloused hands that showed a life of hard labor would be considered disgraceful. 


Iroh decided to change the subject. 


“How did you get to be so good with kids?” Iroh asked. “I had my...” Iroh stopped himself 
from mentioning Lu Ten. He didn’t really mind talking about Lu Ten, but...talking about him 
meant discussing him in the past tense. It also meant answering questions he didn’t really feel 
ready for. He didn’t want to appear impolite and brush off questions. 


“You were able to talk to my nephew and he responded.” 


Yoichi muttered quietly, as if he fully understood. “It’s best to be patient and kind with kids 
like him.” 


“Of course,” Iroh hoped he would gain that same understanding, sooner rather than later. 


Zuko was more open with Yoichi than he was with him. Iroh wasn’t hurt by it, just 
discouraged. They were basically strangers, and his nephew had only been vaguely aware of 
who Iroh was. The process of getting to know another person had never felt so tedious. 


There was a side of guilt because he hated thinking that way of someone; especially Zuko. 


The ship stopped briefly at a port at one of the islands to exchange various goods with the 
people there. Iroh could hear the Captain of the ship arguing somewhat about their prices 
with what was probably a shop owner. From what he could hear, the shop owner wanted to 
ship more cargo but not pay extra for it. 


The Captain, and now another merchant on their ship were arguing about time, costs, and 
labor. With two against one, the shop owner would have to relent sooner or later. 


He stole a glance at Zuko, who stared at the crab-gulls flying around the port and sails, 
searching for food. If people weren’t careful, the creatures would steal food right out from 
under a person’s nose at any given opportunity. One landed on the ship’s railing and let out a 
cry that sounded like a bubbling hiss mixed a caw. Its antennae shifted as it watched them, 
and all six of its legs twitched. 


It was then Iroh realized Zuko was probably too curious for his own good, because he started 
reaching for the crab-gull with wide-eyed wonderment. 


“Zuko, don’t---!” Iroh started, temporarily forgetting that Zuko couldn’t hear him. It was also 
at that moment the crab-gull clamped down on Zuko’s finger with a pincer. Zuko let out a cry, 
and quickly tried to removing the crab-gull, but its pincers refused to release the finger it had 

in its hold. It flapped its wings and hiss at them even more, with foam spilling from its beak. 


One of the crewmembers — Akito, came to the rescue before Iroh could since he was closer. 
He grabbed Zuko’s arm and quickly pulled him onto shore and over to the dock, then made 
Zuko lie on his stomach. Akito then dunked the crab-gull and Zuko’s hand into the water. Ten 
seconds later, with screeching complaints; the crab-gull flew out of the water and away from 
them. 


Zuko was probably too shaken by the crab-gull to really react to Akito. 


Akito gave Zuko a light cuff against his head and pointed at him as he spoke slowly, “Don’t 
ever touch crab-gulls. You hear me?” He stopped for a moment and looked rather flustered at 


his choice of words, but shook his head and continued anyway, “That one was young, its 
pincers were small. Any bigger, you’d lose a finger.” 


There was a short nod and a quick ‘sorry’ from Zuko. 


Akito seemed to get the gist of it. He pulled Zuko to his feet, and pointed to the ship 
purposefully, motioning for them to move. 


Iroh of course, cleaned up Zuko’s slightly bloody finger. One of the ferret-foxes stuck her 
nose into the middle of everything and then flopped over onto Zuko’s lap making loud “heh- 
heh” noises as it wriggled. With his free hand, Zuko began scratching the ferret-fox’s belly. 


Getting Zuko’s attention, speaking and signing even more slowly, he said, “Please, be more 
careful.” 


He received a huff of sorts that Iroh took as agreement. 


A sudden loud screech made both Iroh and Akito jolt in surprise, while Zuko just looked at 
them curiously. 


“Dammit, Sango!” Akito put his hand over his heart. 
Iroh glanced over at the ferret-fox and he grimaced at the sight. 


Sango had managed to catch a large crab-gull, and she shook it ferociously; blood and 
feathers sprayed across the deck. Her kits joined in as they tore into the struggling crab-gull. 


Zuko made a gasping sound as he watched. 
The ferret-fox kit in Zuko’s lap took a flying leap and joined the fray. 


“I’m the one who has to clean all that up.” Akito complained miserably. 


Zuko had a plan, or something of a plan. He just wasn’t sure exactly how to go about it. He 
wanted to return home, because Mother was there. 


Except Father and Grandfather were there too. 


What about Azula? He wasn’t too sure, since they weren’t allowed to talk to each other 
anymore. Not that they ever were. 


Whenever he thought of Father, his breath would hitch and his shoulder still felt like it was 
burning. It made him freeze up. He could see Father’s angry face; he was yelling, but Zuko 
had no idea what he was saying. 


He could still feel his iron-grip on his arm. 


He’d had nightmares about that night since it happened. He always tried to run, but could 
never escape. 


Zuko felt as if he were floating away from himself whenever he remembered. 


Maybe if he got better at bending, then he’d be allowed to return. But he’d have to get over 
being scared of fire, first. Being scared of his own element was a weakness, right? So, he’d 
just get over it. 


But if only it were so easy. He could feel his fire under his skin, itching to get out. But the 
thought that it could burn him if he tried was constantly at the forefront of his mind. 


The very thought of returning with Father there filled him with dread. Father suddenly 
seemed to be a looming figure, and even though he wasn’t on the ship Zuko almost always 
sat on his hands if he wasn’t using them. He knew better than to use them. 


Most of the people were nice, but Zuko had noticed some of them staring. Some with 
curiosity, and others with pity, and some with indifference. He noticed the stares from others, 
which made him feel like an oddity on display. 


Honestly, if it hadn’t been for Iroh signing openly, and then Yoichi and Hanabi approaching 
him; Zuko would have closed himself off even more. 


All too often, Zuko found himself having to mentally unwind because he was surrounded by 
too many people who didn’t always remember to look at him when speaking. On top of that, 
they were using words he didn’t really know. It was too much guesswork and too exhausting 
to try and figure out. He didn’t want to annoy Yoichi or anyone else too much trying to ask 
them what words meant, and he was only getting snippets of too many conversations going 
on at once. 


He noticed the pitying looks, especially when he flinched away from even a spark; or when 
people tried to touch his shoulders. At least touching his arms wasn’t so bad. 


He hated being on this ship. 
He didn’t want to be here with Uncle. 
But Yoichi, Hanabi and Akito were nice, at least. 


Zuko knew about Lu Ten — he had fleeting memories of his cousin. From what he 
remembered, Lu Ten was always nice. But now Lu Ten was gone, and so what, was Zuko 
supposed to be his replacement? He didn’t want to be. 


From what he remembered of Uncle, he was always nice. He’d given him that knife — which 
Zuko really liked. But he insisted on Zuko drinking tea (hot leaf juice, that’s what it was) and 
thought that he could just tell him what to do. 


Zuko was being difficult because this situation was unfair, and he was pulled away from 
everything he’d ever known. He’d wanted to finally escape the palace walls for years now, 
but not like this. 


He didn’t want to leave...but then Father’s flames were reaching for him again. 


Uncle was strange. He smiled too much. Except that smile didn’t reach his eyes, which 
always looked sad. 


Zuko knew he was being disrespectful, but he didn’t deliver any of the biting comments he 
wanted to — that he wasn’t Lu Ten, that Uncle wasn’t Father (Uncle was nothing like him, not 
even close). When he saw the sadness, Zuko didn’t want to be the one who added any more 
to it. So being difficult and complaining was his only option. 


As Zuko sat watching all the people in the port as he massaged his sore hand, his eyes 
widened when he saw people wearing reds and browns bending water. From what he’d been 
told, didn’t Waterbenders live in the Poles and in the Foggy Swamp? 


They were pulling in nets filled with fish and using their bending for menial tasks around 
their ship. Didn’t they eat people instead of fish? Maybe the fish were to lure people in. But 
no-one around them panicked at the sight of the Waterbenders. Maybe they were taught not 
to eat people. 


He pulled on Akito’s shirt and pointed at the Waterbenders. 

Akito talked slower than was necessary, but didn’t exaggerate his words. 

“The Waterbenders?” Akito asked, and Zuko nodded. 

Akito made a face; his eyebrows furrowed and he frowned. 

“Well. They’re Fire Nation. Do you know about the Southern Raiders?” 

Zuko shook his head, and Akito sighed. He glanced around and leaned in closer to Zuko. 


“Listen, the Southern Raiders, they took all the Waterbenders from the South. Locked them 
all away. My uncle was on the last voyage. Some of those Benders were...pregnant, you 
know what that is?” 


Zuko made a face, that yes, he in fact did. (He just didn’t know how, not that he was going to 
ask) 


“It wasn’t always...” he started, before looking at Zuko and shaking his head. “Anyway, the 
babies were taken when they were born. Even the youngest of the kids who showed signs of 


bending. They were raised Fire Nation. Those kids were in-- into,” he slowly sounded out, 
“Trukakuma, here. Then they married Fire Nation, and had Fire Nation Waterbenders.” 


Why did Akito look so uncomfortable about it? Why was he so secretive as 1f someone 
would interrupt? What had he been about to say before cutting himself off? Was it really so 
important to have Fire Nation Waterbenders when Fire was supposed to be the superior 
element? 


Zuko sympathized with those Waterbenders, being forced away from their homes. At least he 
wasn’t locked away. 


Anymore. 
Yet? 
What was Uncle going to do? 


Akito flinched violently at something, and he scowled. Zuko followed his gaze to Sango and 
her kits — who had caught another, much larger crab-gull and were in the process of tearing it 
apart. 


Zuko felt queasy at the sight and turned away. 


He watched the Waterbenders instead. Their moves reminded him somewhat of the 
firebending forms he’d been taught, but much smoother. Their hands arced as they pulled at 
the water to clean the deck of their ship. They even used waterbending to lift the nets onto 
shore; with the fish all still flopping around inside. 


One of the men noticed him watching. He gave a small nod of his head that Zuko returned. 
He wondered if they liked living in the Fire Nation and not having to eat people. 


Since Iroh had been serving them tea since his arrival, the crew served baiju that evening; 
quality alcohol from the Earth Kingdom that they’d gotten in a trade that day. 


It was potent stuff. While Iroh preferred tea, he would not insult his hosts. 


Iroh drank in small, polite sips. He drank slowly and just enough that he’d barely even get a 
light buzz and only one serving. One cup would be enough for him. Zuko had taken one 
whiff of the alcohol and the face he made showed a very clear opinion on what he thought of 
it. A few crewmembers laughed at him in friendly jest. 


“When he’s older, I’m sure he’Il like the good stuff!” one man said. 


The others raised their glasses, toasting various things, places, and people; those they missed 
and those long gone. 


A few rounds later, one of the men began drunkenly flirting with Hanabi. She rolled her eyes 
and pushed him away. The others laughed at his being rejected. From the way he flopped 
onto the deck and stayed there, he probably wasn’t going to remember much — and have a 
massive headache and a crick in his neck to boot. 


With another group, a man and woman were arm-wrestling while several people cheered. 


The Captain and two others were playing instruments. It was livelier than any party Iroh had 
ever been to at the palace. The same restrictive rules didn’t apply to people here. 


Next to him, Yoichi was silent as he took a few large swigs from his cup and slumped 
forward. He didn’t passed out, but he was already drunk. He refilled his cup four more times 
and repeated the process. 


It was loud, yet oddly peaceful. 


“T had a younger brother, once. Michi. Zuko kinda...reminds me of him.” Yoichi’s quiet 
voice rumbled next to him, only somewhat slurring. Iroh had to lean in to hear him. The 
alcohol likely loosened his tongue. “He was...different. He only used simple words. He’d get 
overwhelmed with crowds and needed to get away, sometimes. 


“But Michi — he was smart — liked collecting smooth stones and putting them in these 
intricate patterns. He could literally spend hours working on them. I always had to take food 
out to him because he’d forget to eat otherwise.” 


A sad, rueful smile was on Yoichi’s face as he looked up at the evening sky. It was filled with 
reds and purples with splashes of orange. Like sailing through a painting. “Agni, they were so 
elaborate. He could’ve been a stone mason. He should’ve been. Nobles would’ve been lining 

up for miles just to have his work, I’m sure. I was proud being his big brother.” 


“Tt sounds like you were a very good brother,” is the only thing Iroh can think to say. 
Referring to someone in the past tense was something he was still coming to terms with. 


Iroh almost envied that relationship, considering where he and Ozai stood as family. Azulon 
encouraged the rivalry; not the relationship. He probably fed into Ozai’s anger and 
insecurities. It was too late to look back with regrets on what he should have done with Ozai. 


Yoichi covered his face, and Iroh could hear the choke in his voice, nearly drowned out by 
the drunken shouting and music. “I failed him. I came back from school one day, and Michi 
was just...gone. My parents sent him off, somewhere — because he was “too much work”’.” 
Yoichi’s voice was laced with sarcasm as he snorted bitterly. “They wouldn’t tell me who 
bought him, no matter how much I pleaded...” 


Yoichi glanced at Zuko, who was contentedly playing with Sango and her kits. They all ran 
circles around Zuko, and in between his legs as they chased after a small toy another 
crewmember had constructed out of rope and wood. 


“T’m sorry about Michi.” 
It felt like an empty apology. 


Yoichi shook his head. “It...it doesn’t really matter anymore.” He then admitted with bitter 
honesty, “I left so | wouldn’t have to take care of my parents. If they weren’t going to care for 
one son, then their other son wasn’t going to care for them.” 


His voice was heavy with resentment that showed it stil] very much mattered. 


The scandals that certainly followed would have made his family whoever they were, the 
main source of gossip for months. All the rumors surrounding the family would have made 
them hide away. Especially if someone knew where Yoichi was working. By choice. 


Iroh couldn’t help but think of how wrong it was, what happened to Michi. Iroh felt guilt, 
because he knew that this sort of thing went on a// the time. Even if flawed children stayed 
with their families, they were often hidden away; their existence never really acknowledged. 


It was sort of the common knowledge that no-one openly discussed. He could ignore it, as 
that was simply how things had always been done. He had gone through his entire life so far, 
easily ignoring people like Michi...and like Zuko. 


It had never mattered. 


It was simply accepted and expected that flawed people would be hidden away from public 
view, so that their enemies would only see the most elite and powerful. Or to maintain that 
perfect public image that everyone strived for. They still had their uses...it was just always 
outside of the other Nations’ view. 


He could ignore all of it, because it had never affected him personally. But now, that he 
personally witnessed the cruelty — and saw the grief that was on Yoichi’s face as he spoke of 
his brother — who may not even be alive anymore... Michi was treated more like an animal 
being bartered off than an actual Human. 


How did the parents justify it when asked? Did they twist the gossip to their advantage? 
Probably made themselves out to be the poor victims of a rebellious, ungrateful, cold-hearted 
son who didn’t understand their plight. 


Zuko was cast aside so easily, and treated so cruelly by his father and grandfather. ..it was 
wrong. He remembered Ursa’s sad expression as they left her behind. 


Yoichi’s family had fallen apart thanks to the mentality of hiding flaws. That they could treat 
people so callously because it was what everyone did and no-one questioned it — and the ones 
who did had to deal with the fallout. Yoichi actually thought it was far better to live a difficult 
life like this one, than to have anything to do with his parents. 


Why did it take for Iroh to be affected so personally to finally acknowledge things? It 
shouldn’t have. He’d had the power to fix this at some point when he finally took over the 


Dragon Throne, except now...he couldn’t. Somewhere he heard an accusing voice say, and 
you wouldn t have, because you didn t have a reason to care. 


The mask fell later that night. 


That night, Iroh’s sobs were muffled. He thought of the son he had lost because of his own 
refusal to listen; powered by a desire to win at any cost. Lu Ten was dead because of him. 


He stopped when he felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned in surprise to see Zuko. 
In the soft moonlight, Iroh could see Zuko’s open concern. 


Iroh wanted to hug Zuko, except he didn’t want to make him uncomfortable. Zuko should 
give hugs on his terms. Instead, Iroh gently squeezed Zuko’s hand. 


‘Thank you.’ Iroh signed. He felt a bit better. 


Zuko didn’t really look at him, but he gently squeezed Iroh’s hand in return. 


They stopped at a Fire Nation port at one of the smaller Fire Nation islands a week later after 
leaving the Capital. The buildings were simpler and weren’t nearly as grand as they were in 
Caldera. They were still beautiful shades of reds and blacks with elements of gold, and built 
to show their Nation’s skill and pride. 


They needed to head out, since Piandao was expecting them later that evening. 
As they were leaving, Yoichi called out to Iroh. 


Iroh turned, and Zuko stayed focused on the sights around him; more fascinated by 
everything else. 


Yoichi’s eyes widened and he pointed, “Zuko is-!” 
“Hey, watch it kid!” someone yelled, and Iroh’s attention immediately went back to Zuko. 


He turned in time to see a man pulling a cart stop short; nearly running into Zuko — who had 
been jerked back by Hanabi. The man began loudly scolding him about watching where he 
was going. Zuko looked increasingly perplexed, and worried. 


Hanabi was holding onto Zuko’s arm and she was apologizing to the irritated man. 
Zuko gave a few, quick signs that Iroh knew were apologies as well. 


The man pulling the cart scoffed. “I can’t believe you let him out in the open.” 


That was completely unnecessary, Iroh thought. Zuko was just a child — a person. He was 
allowed to be out in the world if he wanted to. Even if the world insisted he be out of sight, 
out of mind. 


“What was that?!”” Hanabi shot back, looking irate. She looked ready to demand an Agni Kai 
right then and there. “Come back and say that to my face, you effin’-!” 


Iroh put his hand on Hanabi’s shoulder to calm her down. 
“Some people,” she muttered. 


He then nearly gripped both of Zuko’s shoulders, but he held his upper arms instead. Iroh 
frowned at Zuko, letting him know that he wasn’t pleased. He signed as purposefully as he 
could to emphasize his point. 


“You need to pay attention. That man was mad because you got in the way. You could have 
gotten hurt. Always, always, look both ways before crossing the road. Understand?’ 


A nod. 
‘Good.’ 
It was painfully obvious that Zuko wasn’t aware of how to be around a moving crowd. 


Seeing a few people walk by with a small herd of chicken-goats and a large zebra-dog 
helping herd them was enough to grab Zuko’s attention. He didn’t move, but he watched the 
farmers walk by with their stock in fascination. 


Teaching him to pay extra attention to his environment for his safety was added to the ever- 
growing list - and made the top priority. 


Looking relieved, Yoichi walked up to them. 


Akito swore, several words that he’d likely picked up from his time out at sea. He crouched 
in front of Zuko and was speaking to him, though Iroh didn’t catch much of it. 


Yoichi had a hand behind his back, and he looked at Iroh. “Would it be alright...for Zuko to 
have a pet?” 


Iroh wasn’t sure what Zuko had been allowed at the palace. A pet would probably be good 
company. 


“Of course,” Iroh said, and he got Zuko to pay attention to Yoichi once Akito was done 
speaking to him. 


Yoichi nodded to Iroh, before handing a ferret-fox kit to Zuko. It was the one that insisted on 
sticking her nose into everything, and liked settling on his lap and shoulders. 


“She’s yours,” Yoichi said as he signed. 


Zuko held the ferret-fox close, and looked up at Yoichi with wide eyes before he glanced at 
Iroh questioningly, as if he were asking permission. 


Iroh nodded, earning an almost-smile from Zuko. He’d been the most content Iroh had seen 
him with the ferret-foxes since leaving the Capital. If Zuko was happy with a ferret-fox, than 
Iroh wasn’t going to deny him owning one. 


‘Thank you,’ Zuko signed, looking awed and grateful. 
‘Do you know what you’re going to name her?’ Yoichi asked. 
Zuko thought for a moment before signing, ‘Sen.’ 


‘Nice name,’ Yoichi nodded in approval, earning a small smile from Zuko. “Be careful of 
yourselves.’ 


Zuko gently took Yoichi’s hand and corrected him — and Yoichi huffed in what Iroh figured 
was his version of a laugh. 


‘Take care,’ Yoichi signed correctly. 
Hanabi and Akito waved their goodbyes. 


Someone on the ship called for him, so after giving them another wave he started heading 
back to the ship. He turned briefly to give a nod of his head, sentiments that they returned. 


Iroh then led the way, walking quickly; but not so fast that Zuko couldn’t keep up or tired out 
easily. 


Sen seemed content on riding Zuko’s shoulders, and once she jumped off to chase after a fire- 
field rat. They paused to wait, and Sen returned a few minutes later with her prize. Which she 
promptly tried to share with Zuko, though he understandably declined. Sen chittered at him 
as if she were scolding him. 


Sen chittered at something coming up from behind them, and Iroh turned to see a young 
woman riding a mongoose lizard. He quickly and gently pulled Zuko to the side so the 
woman could pass. She barely even acknowledged them beyond a quick glance. 


‘Where are we going now?’ Zuko asked once they were on their way again. 
“To see an old friend,’ Iroh said. 


Zuko huffed and rolled his eyes as if that weren’t the answer he was looking for. 


Piandao welcomed his old friend being led by Fat into his home, and nodded at the boy — 
who must have been Zuko — who simply glanced at him with a nervous expression. The kid 
stuck close to Iroh, and...was that a ferret-fox? Iroh had failed to mention pets. 


Hopefully the creature wouldn’t get into too much trouble. Fat would be annoyed at having to 
clean up after it. Piandao would certainly be hearing about it later if that were the case. 


Iroh moved his hands awkwardly, as he introduced Zuko and Sen to Piandao. 


He was only somewhat aware of the situation, and he honestly wasn’t sure how he was going 
to go about teaching a deaf student. It would be a first. Piandao was one who enjoyed 
challenges. 


Zuko glanced at the various weapons along the wall, definitely curious. That was a promising 
sign. If the boy had come sauntering in, expecting his tutelage; then he’d have a lesson in 
humility. If he had come in and not at least expressed some interest in the weapons, then there 
would not have been any hope for him. 


He stole a glance at the boy, and saw that he was watching him carefully — like he was being 
wary. 


That blatant wariness was concerning, especially for one so young. 


So Piandao ignored it, because no-one likes that sort of thing being pointed out. He had some 
scrap paper and a calligraphy brush. Iroh had told him that Zuko could read and write, and 
this was a conversation between a Master and his potential student. 


He wrote down in his elegant script, 


“Greetings, young Zuko. I’m Piandao. Your uncle wants me to train you as a swordsman. I 
want to ask you, why should I?” 


This was a test, of course. Anyone who demanded that they be trained had no right to even 
wield a pocketknife. Blades were more than just tools; and were not mere toys. It was 
insulting to a blade to be treated as either. 


Zuko’s response was a very uncommitted shrug. In fact, Zuko seemed...distant. Like he 
didn’t really trust Piandao. 


That sort of gave Piandao pause. He glanced at Iroh with some mild concern. There seemed 
to be several more underlying issues than what Iroh had shared. 


“He’s been a bit...well,” Iroh sounded tired and a bit guilty, “standoffish with most people.” 


Piandao sighed under his breath and considered the situation. He’d be willing to wait, 
showing Zuko that he expected an answer and not a shrug. 


Zuko just scratched at Sen’s ears and she made a mix of squeak and chirp noises. Sen 
suddenly took off after a lizard-mouse. Huffing a little when his source of distraction took 
off, he eyed Piandao with a frown, and there was clearly some sort of internal debate going 
on. 


He pushed the brush and inkwell towards Zuko expectantly. 


Zuko eyed him with some suspicion; as his gaze went from what he had written, to Piandao 
and back. Did he think that Piandao had ulterior motives? 


Finally, Zuko wrote out a simple, 


“Why?” 


It seemed as if he had more to add, but hesitated. There was also so much more to what Zuko 
was asking with that simple question. 


Would Zuko reject his teachings if he didn’t like Piandao’s answer? 


There was more to it, of course. Iroh had given him the bare bones of the situation with his 
nephew — that Zuko was afraid of his own element, and Piandao was the only one he could 
think of for the boy to start over. 


A foundation for something new. To take something that was broken and refine it. 


“You deserve a fresh start.” 


Zuko snorted when he read it, almost smiling. But not quite. 


I 


“T’m not very good at firebending. I don t know if I'll be any good at swords.’ 


That wasn’t the response Piandao was expecting, and he frowned at what he read. He studied 
Zuko’s expression carefully. A couple of short sentences even on paper said quite a bit. 


This wasn’t humility speaking. This was someone who had been told they weren’t worth the 
effort. If someone didn’t think they were worth the effort, then they wouldn’t bother to try. 


Zuko glanced over at Iroh for a moment, before tapping the paper thoughtfully with the 
brush. 


“Do you think I can learn? I promise I wont waste your time. I want a chance.” 


Zuko looked down at what he had written for a moment before he hastily added a “please”. 
He looked at Piandao hopefully — even somewhat defiantly. 


Piandao expertly hid a smile. 


A person who had gotten knocked down and got up again was most tenacious, and if honed, 
was an admirable quality to have. He had a fire in his eyes that anticipated whatever 
challenges Piandao could give; and he was determined to meet them head on. 


Piandao knew that he’d just found a new student. 
He took the brush and wrote out, 


I 


“Rest up, for now. We’ll have lunch. I will train you.’ 


Zuko looked so surprised, his jaw hung open as he stared at Piandao. Sen took the 
opportunity to run up and stick its latest catch into Zuko’s mouth. 


Piandao chuckled as Zuko held the kit at arms’ length as he coughed and spit. Sen just made 
some pleased-sounding squeaks and yips as she flicked her fluffy tail. Zuko glared at his pet, 
and put her on the ground. Sen made cackling noises and rolled around on the ground with 
her prize — and seemed to expect Zuko to join her. 


Piandao openly laughed as Zuko glared, as did Fat, and even Iroh. 


Zuko’s glare intensified as he huffed, his cheeks slightly pink. He made a few motions that 
were lost on Piandao, and he marched off towards the fountain to rinse his mouth out. 


Iroh looked pleased and very thankful. He gave something of a bow to Piandao from where 
he was sitting. 


“T do feel a bit guilty that I didn’t understand everything my nephew just said,” Iroh admitted 
sheepishly. “I still have a lot to learn.” 


“He’s an interesting one.” Piandao replied. “And you said he was a Firebender, correct?” 
“Yes.” 


Firebenders were usually so hot-headed. Zuko showed admirable control, even at his age. But 
maybe he didn’t respond with such a fiery outburst because he’d been on the receiving end of 
his father’s temper. 


Sen sticking a dead lizard-mouse into his mouth while humorous, would have made other 
people embarrassed, angry and lash out. Zuko didn’t even punish the creature; he just 


accepted the situation for what it was. 


An interesting one, indeed. 


Piandao took a cursory glance at some of the scrolls on Sign Language Iroh had. It was 
simple enough, he thought, for starting out. Then he could learn the more important bits later. 


He gave Zuko a blunted sword, which he honestly looked fairly awkward holding. He was 
obviously surprised and so relieved when Piandao slowly went through a few Signs 
explaining, “The sword is more than just a tool or weapon. It is an extension of you. A sword 
extends your reach. You must think of it as being part of your own body.” 


Zuko made a humming noise that Piandao took as affirmation. 
Zuko was awkward on his feet, as if he didn’t really know what to do with them. 


When Piandao reached to adjust Zuko, his sword clattered to the stone ground when he 
panicked. He also looked sorry and embarrassed at such an intense reaction to simply having 
someone reach for him. 


It had to be exhausting to constantly be on the defensive. 


Instead of acknowledging it, Piandao picked up Zuko’s sword and handed it to him. Then, he 
purposefully held his hands out and slowly reached for Zuko’s arms to adjust his position. 
The first few times, Zuko reacted; but as they went on, he still flinched but he reacted less. 


“You need to plant your feet like this; you need to be able to shift your feet without losing 
your balance," Piandao instructed, and he noticed the look of relief on his student’s face. 


The first time Piandao knocked Zuko off his feet, he approached the boy to correct him — and 
Zuko froze again, looking up at him nervously. So Piandao quickly took a few steps back and 
squatted down as if he hadn’t noticed anything and spoke slowly to guide Zuko through what 
he needed to do. 


The boy was knocked on his backside more than once, but he scowled and glared with 
determination. Once it was clear that Piandao wasn’t going to do anything like whatever 
Zuko thought he would do — Zuko gradually became more comfortable. 


After the fifth round, Zuko managed to block almost all of his strikes and was lasting longer 
each round. Piandao tried a maneuver where he came at Zuko from behind at an angle — 
because not everyone had honor — and they would take advantage of striking from behind if 
they could. 


It was with pleasant surprise that Zuko actually managed to turn and block him, though it did 
make Zuko lose his root as he stumbled a few steps. It was a blind spot for most people. His 
peripheral vision had to have been excellent to have seen that coming. 


Taking a short break, Piandao spoke slowly and clearly, adding in a few Signs to help make 
things clearer. 


“The sword is versatile... What? Hmm...it means being able to adapt to change. A sword is 
versatile in the hands of a master.” Piandao unsheathed his sword and went through a series 
of steps and smooth slashes before sheathing his sword again. “Just as the imagination is 
limitless, so too are the possibilities of a sword.” 


That was a fine speech, and from the way Zuko was looking at him with excitement and 
wonderment, he was able to get his point across. 


Piandao put a sheet of paper down in front of him, and Zuko watched quizzically. He paid 
attention carefully as Piandao explained to him something about identity, stamping his name, 
and learning to stamp his name on the battlefield... Was he supposed to write his name on the 
battlefield or something? 

“Remember, you cannot take back a stroke of the brush, or a stroke of the sword.” 

Zuko wrote his name out, easy enough. 

But Piandao shook his head. “Write your name again.” 

Zuko frowned. ‘But I wrote my name.’ 

Piandao took a moment to respond. “Yes, you did. But you need to do it again.” 

‘Why?’ 

“Because, you didn’t do it correctly.” 


Zuko had no idea what that meant. He’d spelt his name correctly. Did he want his name 
bigger on the paper? So Zuko wrote his name bigger. 


“Again.” 
Zuko scowled and wrote his name again. 


“Your handwriting’s very nice, but a little too smooth if you ask me.” 


Two more times and still, it wasn’t what he wanted. Zuko gripped the edges of the most 
recent clean parchment in his hands; smoke started to rise from the paper. Zuko glared at 
Piandao — and yes, Zuko was well-aware when he was acting like a brat — he slammed the 
paper down on the table and wrote out his name as quickly as possible. Drops of ink may 
have splashed his face and the table, but Zuko was too frustrated to care. 


He added the final stroke to his name with a certain amount of flourish and pettiness, and sent 
Piandao a /ook that dared him to tell Zuko to write his name again. 


Piandao picked up the paper with a raised brow and a small smirk on his face. “While it is a 
little messy — it can be perfected. You must have speed and confidence in your strikes while 
on the battlefield when leaving your mark.” Piandao nodded approvingly. “Well done.” 


Zuko must have made a noise, because Piandao looked at him with an expression of surprise. 
“What was that?” 


Zuko immediately covered his mouth and averted his eyes, and his posture was stiff. 


Piandao gave his arm a gentle tap and leaned away, giving him plenty of space. Zuko looked 
up at him cautiously. 


His expression was one of...sadness, maybe. 


“Come on, next lesson.” Piandao said, standing up and motioning for Zuko to follow. 


Piandao motioned to the landscape in front of them, telling him to take in details and to paint 
them down after only being able to view the scenery for a select amount of time. 


What exactly this had to do with sword training was anyone’s guess. Zuko highly doubted 
he’d ever be anywhere near a battlefield, but he took the lessons anyway. 


There were several colors of paint in front of Zuko for him to choose from, and from what he 
had gathered, Piandao hadn’t actually said he had to use all the colors. So Zuko took in all 
the details that he could; the mountains; a waterfall; lots of hills...should he be adding the 
clouds, too? 


Piandao tapped his arm, letting him know that time was up. 


Zuko used the black paint to make a simple painting. It wasn’t complicated, and to him the 
basic info was right there. He even added a mongoose lizard by the water. 


Piandao looked at the drawing. “Only one color, hm?” 


Zuko explained his reasoning, and he thought he saw Piandao smirk for a second before 
becoming seriousness again. 


‘I don’t think all the colors matter, because the important details are there, right?’ Zuko 
pointed to his drawing. ‘Anyway, if something is important enough, I can add the color. Too 
many colors is too much.’ 


Piandao shrugged a shoulder and nodded. He pointed at the mongoose lizard, ““What’s that 
blob?” 


‘Mongoose lizard,’ 
“.,..There aren’t any out there right now, though.” 


‘I’ve seen maps with sea monsters drawn on them.’ Zuko reasoned, and that was explanation 
enough in his opinion. There had been a disappointing lack of sea monsters while they had 
been on the merchant ship. So why else would maps have them if not for decoration and to 
make them less boring? 


Piandao shook his head, and his expression was one of...he was sort of smiling at Zuko. He 
just waved his hand to tell Zuko to follow, and they picked up all the supplies to walk back. 


After taking a short break, Fat stepped up with a wooden sword in hand. 


“You're going to have a spar with Fat,” Piandao explained, “You remember what I told you 
when we had our first spar, right?” 


Zuko nodded, then went and picked out two wooden swords. When Piandao asked him why, 
he awkwardly tucked both swords under an arm and replied, ‘You told me needed to defend 
my right side more. I can do that, now.’ 


Two swords were better than one, right? 


Fat beat him easily, but Zuko refused to stay down. He was quick to adapt and learn from his 
mistakes. Yes, he may have pouted and scowled, but he paid attention when Fat showed Zuko 
how he moved wrong, and what he should have done instead. 


Piandao approved. 


Judging by Fat’s expression, he was clearly enjoying himself. Having a child willing to learn, 
it was refreshing. 


Piandao glanced at Iroh out of the corner of his eye, and noticed how tired he looked. Iroh 
looked years older right then, but Piandao wasn’t going to be the one to point that out. 


“He’s a good student,” Piandao said conversationally. 
“Hm? Oh. Yes, he is.” Iroh replied absentmindedly. 


Iroh chuckled under his breath at the pair just then. Piandao glanced over to see Fat clutch his 
side dramatically as he collapsed to one knee on the ground. Zuko committed full-heartedly 
by falling to the ground and reaching for the sky with outstretched fingers. 


Shaking his head, Piandao smiled fondly. 
“It’s nearly dinnertime. We should head in.” 
Fat’s meals were always amazing, of course. 


Iroh was mostly silent and absent-minded over the course of the following days. Piandao 
didn’t push, but he sat with Iroh in his solemn silence. It was during these times that Piandao 
studied the Sign Language books Iroh had with him. Might as well be productive. 


‘I thought you would be training me.’ Zuko told Piandao. 
‘What? You don’t like Fat?’ 


Zuko quickly waved his hands to show that wasn’t what he meant, and he scowled (an 
expression he seemed to default to) when Piandao laughed. 


‘He’s laying the foundation of swordsmanship with you, and then you will face me when you 
are ready.’ 


Zuko accepted that answer. 


“T feel adrift, and lost.” Iroh admitted to Piandao. “A ship with no Captain, and not even a 
tailwind.” 


Very poetic. 


“Finding a new purpose in life can be difficult.” Piandao said. “Sometimes, we think we 
know our purpose. The roles given to us or that we have taken upon ourselves become our 
identity. Then it gets ripped out from under you, and everything you thought you were 
doesn’t exist anymore.” 


Rumors in the Fire Nation were that Iroh was a disgraced Prince, though everyone still 
respected him as a General. But the Siege of Ba Sing Se was infamous in all the right and 
wrong ways. 


Piandao had heard whispers of how the fallen soldiers at the 600 day siege had died, Lu Ten 
being among them. He ignored the gossipers, feeling like they were none of his business. He 
would not contribute to gossip. He didn’t speak up against it either, because overheard gossip 
held valuable information. If he became known as the one who spoke out against whatever 
people were blatantly talking about; then they would all go silent when he came around. They 
would be unwilling to even talk to him. 


So he simply stayed quiet; and acknowledged the gossip when it was convenient, and never 
contributed to rumors. 


“T was a husband, a General, a Prince, and a father, and now...I’m none of those things.” 


There was a lot to unpack here. Piandao in no way was someone that could give proper 
advice about any of this. His life had been pretty tame compared to most. Since he was a 
Noble, he didn’t necessarily have to fight in the front lines for his Nation. Special privileges, 
and all. He’d had a sort of contract with Azulon to serve in their military for a set amount of 
time, and Piandao would never see the frontlines. 


His swordsmanship skills were put to good use because he could train the non-benders 
instead. Piandao made sure that several people could pass on his lessons; he’d hated how 
some young faces of the people he trained were never seen again. 


“Kintsugi, you know,” Piandao said quietly, “is the art of taking something that is broken and 
putting it back together with a lacquer mixed with gold. No matter how broken something is, 
it can be repaired and still be just as beautiful.” 


“,.Be repaired?” Iroh asked, looking thoughtful. “Of course. I need to go meditate, thank 
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you. 


Iroh walked away to meditate in private. 


A few days later, Piandao guided Zuko over to the swords — since Zuko favored using two 
blades, Piandao presented Zuko with the dao. 


Piandao demonstrated with the swords, then handed them to Zuko. 
‘Now, you try. See how they feel, they are two halves to a whole.’ 


Zuko had a natural way with swords, it seemed. He was quick to learn and adapt — dao were 
fitting. 


Of course, Zuko would be making his own swords. Piandao was there every step of the way, 
guiding his student and only stepping in if he needed to. 


The end result was a beautiful pair of Dao that Zuko was very proud of. He’d had every right 
to be. Making your own blades built a unique companionship with them. 


He looked very excited when Piandao told him, ‘Now, you will face me.’ 


Piandao was proud as Zuko stepped forward with more confidence than he’d had just three 
months prior. He remembered all of his steps and ducked low under Piandao’s horizontal 
strike. Zuko then arched one of his swords upwards, forcing Piandao back. 


Every strike was executed with precision. 


Piandao flipped and lurched forward, and Zuko had to quickly tilt his head to the side to keep 
from getting his face skewered. Zuko did get a small cut on his cheek, but he ignored it. 


Piandao thought that he may have heard Iroh gasp, but he couldn’t stop to check. Zuko was 
using both swords near-flawlessly. Really, any mistakes were so minor; and Zuko’s execution 
of wielding the Dao made up for them. 


He had to be mindful. 


Dao swords worked together has a whole. One moved first, while the other followed, hardly 
ever on the same path. One was basically the shadow of the other. The wielder’s entire body 
went into the strikes, never stopping. 


Zuko’s strikes flowed naturally, he didn’t hesitate even once. He was completely focused. 
Piandao was skilled at facing duel wielders, and knew how to counter. 


Being overconfident just because a person had two swords instead of one would be a 
swordsman’s folly. 


Zuko went into a rotating motion as he weaved low; Piandao of course naturally defended 
himself — only for Zuko to have his second sword swing upwards. He got a small cut on his 
arm, but the rule was that Zuko had to strike his chest, side, or back — something that 
accounted to a death blow. 


Zuko did look happy for a split second, but focused once again. Far too soon to celebrate. 


He dodged a strike from Piandao’s blade — which clipped several hairs — and Zuko drew in 
close. Piandao barely, just barely dodged getting stabbed. If Iroh’s concerned “Zuko!” was 
anything to go by, Piandao would have to remind the kid not to take such dangerous risks. 


Piandao was surprised (but not by that much) when Zuko managed to weave his leg behind 
him and hook his foot. Piandao instinctively went to correct himself - but then he felt a small 
cut at his side. Zuko spun around to his front and stopped short of cutting Piandao’s face. 


Perhaps taking those risks were worth it, if this was the end result. 
Piandao smiled. ‘Well done.’ 
Zuko smiled, looking pleased and rightfully proud. They both gave a respectful bow. 


Piandao indicated Zuko should come closer as he leaned forward and signed, ‘For your 
uncle’s sanity, don’t take such dangerous risks in the future.’ 


Zuko made a face at him that showed he held no promises. Ah, well. He tried. 

“You hungry?’ he asked. ‘Fat told me he was making cold noodles with his spiced fish.’ 
Zuko nodded excitedly. 

Iroh walked up and reminded Zuko to clean up before they went to lunch. 


Piandao smiled at Iroh. “I’m looking forward to what your nephew can do when he gets 
older.” 


Iroh looked proud, though he shook his head. “I think my nephew 1s trying to take what years 
I have left off of my life.” 


Seeing what Zuko could do now; if he continued training his skills, then in the future he 
would be quite formidable. 


Iroh had been given permission to use the library if he so desired. He was mostly looking for 
something to distract himself. His bending felt...weaker, and more far away lately. 
Meditating consistently was getting increasingly difficult. The fact that he had a difficult time 
sleeping because he always saw the faces of the soldiers he’d sent to their deaths; and saw a 
twisted, burned Lu Ten stumble towards him, always asking “why?” in a raspy, hollow 
voice... Nowadays, it was Zuko’s face he saw. 


He’d only been getting a few hours’ worth of sleep each night, if that. 


He could still feel his Fire, which was a relief, except... bending just didn’t feel the same, not 
anymore. 


His nephew needed him, but Iroh was no good as he was. 


He was looking for an answer, he supposed. While this certainly wasn’t Won Shi Tong’s 
library, Fat and Piandao had collections of ancient manuscripts that they’d managed to 
salvage. Sozin had ordered certain texts to be destroyed, and having a collection like they did 
— they could be punished — execution would be far kinder than anything. It would be a secret 
Iroh took with him to his grave. 


He chose a scroll at random, and took a seat. 


This scroll involved the art of firebending, an ancient tribe...and Dragons. The texts spoke of 
firebending rituals, ancient Fire Spirits, and knowledge lost to time and conquest. 


Oh. Iroh leaned back in his chair as he remembered old ruins, a tribe thought dead, and 
Dragons. Along with his promise never to tell anyone about them when he left. 


Yes, he’d promised them. But now...he thought of Zuko who was still scared of his own 
Element; and himself, feeling so lost and adrift. Iroh felt that maybe he needed that reminder 
of what Fire actually was. 


The Sun Warriors were Firebenders who were unmatched; the Benders that followed after 
them didn’t even compare. 


Maybe, Iroh hoped, if he returned to the ruins — find the answer to whatever he’s looking for. 
Seeking wisdom in ancient sources was always the best way to go. Maybe his reading choice 
wasn’t so random after all. 


Perhaps once Zuko finishes his training with Piandao — then they can go on this venture. 
Zuko probably needed his own answer to his firebending. A Bender shouldn’t fear their 
element. Firebenders needed to be able to release their energy, otherwise it can make them 
feel prickly and feverish. Maybe even stir-crazy. 


Iroh began to map out a route to the ruins. At least he had something of a plan, now. He 
wouldn’t necessarily be breaking his promise if he didn’t tell Zuko where they were going or 
why. 


He’d explain to the Chief when they arrived. 


“We should do some sightseeing,” Iroh suggested to Zuko, signing as he did so. 


He noticed the way Zuko was staring at him. With suspicion, and clearly trying to put 
something together. 


‘Fine,’ Zuko relented, ‘I guess travelling won’t be that bad.’ 


It was truly impressive that Zuko could so visibly express a put-upon tone. But it was more 
than obvious that he was excited. 


“T think it’s a wonderful idea,” Piandao said, “Zuko has come so far in a short amount of 
time.” 


Zuko made a face at Piandao and ducked his head from the praise. 


Iroh started making plans for what they would need on their trip, and mapped out their 
course. He silently prayed that Agni and the Spirits would guide them safely. 
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Iroh smiled at Zuko, who was petting their newly-acquired mongoose lizard, which had 
affectionately been called ‘Tofu’ by Zuko. Tofu was making grumbling noises as Sen 
scampered around her feet, and up and down her back. 


Tofu let out a soft growl and jerked her head when Sen decided crawl on her nose. Zuko 
quickly caught Sen out of the air, and Tofu snorted at Sen. Sen made her own growling noises 
as she flattened her ears and flicked her tail in annoyance. 


Zuko was frowning at them both, and he scolded them through Sign, though he only received 
a curious, blank expression from Tofu. Sen at least, sort of seemed to understand that her 
master was displeased. She wiggled around on the ground making a high pitched laughing- 
squeaking noise while exposing her belly. 


‘Try to get along, you’re traveling together,’ Zuko signed to the animals. 


Did the animals even understand? Iroh couldn’t be sure. Tofu sent a huff of air out of her 
nose at Zuko then scratched her jaw with her hind leg. Sen stopped wriggling around on the 
ground and cocked her head and sneezed. 


Iroh didn’t bother trying to hide his amusement as he watched. It was good to see Zuko like 
this; to see him be the child that he was — not closed off. Where his biggest concern was 
trying to get two different animals to get along. 


“He’ll be alright,” Piandao said, likely thinking the same thing Iroh was. 


Piandao got down on one knee to talk with Zuko, and Iroh left them to it. It was a moment 
between student and master. 


Afterwards, Iroh and Zuko both bowed, thanking both Piandao and Fat. 


Piandao affectionately ruffled Zuko’s hair and smirked at the scowl he received — though, 
Zuko didn’t bother with pulling away or shoving Piandao’s hand off. 


‘Take care of your uncle,’ Piandao signed, sending a wink at Iroh. ‘Someone needs to be in 
charge.’ 


Iroh took mock offence. ‘You make me sound so...’ Iroh wasn’t sure what the sign for 
‘irresponsible’ was, so he signed ‘rash’ and ‘careless’. 


Zuko made a small noise, like a huff— that was probably a laugh. 


It was the first time Iroh heard Zuko laugh, small and brief as it was. 


Iroh had Zuko ride Tofu as they went into town, but he still reminded his nephew, ‘Pay 
attention to your surroundings, don’t wander off, don’t get distracted, stay with me, stay with 
Tofu...’ 


He tried to remember if he’d forgotten anything. If Iroh couldn’t keep his eyes on Zuko, he 
still wanted him where he left him. 


At the port, Zuko started tugging on Iroh’s arm and pointing at one of the shops. 


He followed along after his nephew, ready to pull Zuko out of the way, just in case. 
Thankfully, Zuko at least seemed to be looking around before moving forward. Sen was 
perched on his shoulder, neck stretched out as she sniffed at the air. 


He followed closely after Zuko, who stopped outside one of the market stalls. This one was 
selling various shiny trinkets. There were several pieces that glittered in the sun. 


Zuko picked up a piece, and examined it. It was a beautifully carved butterfly-wasp hairpin. 
It had small pink beads dangling from it, along small red and purple gemstones. 


Iroh noticed a particularly fancy tea set and admired its artistry. 


“You both have a good eye,” the stall owner complimented conversationally with a smile as 
he made his way over. “That was made in the Earth Kingdom.” 


After examining the hairpin, Zuko held it up to Iroh questioningly. 
“You want that?” Iroh asked curiously. It was an odd choice. 
Looking almost embarrassed, his nephew nodded. ‘For A-Z-U-L-A.’ 


That...that was a surprise. He didn’t think that Zuko would have even had such a relationship 
with Azula to warrant even considering buying her a gift. Perhaps it was the hope of wanting 
something more. Azula had seemed so callous and uncaring when he last saw her. Even if 
their relationship was nearly non-existent, at least her brother still thought of her. 


“Are you sure? Maybe she’d like a new doll?” 


Troh didn’t know exactly how to describe the look Zuko gave him just then. It was the 
expression of someone who had been told an intentionally bad joke and the punchline had 
fell terribly short. It was also very judgmental and offended. 


“What?” Iroh asked. 
Zuko scowled at Iroh and held out the hairpin very insistently. 
Iroh conceded. 


Haggling was an art form, and he was able to talk the stall owner down to 23 gold pieces 
compared to his original 55. Iroh also bought a tea set he didn’t need, which probably helped 
in reducing the price for the hairpin. 


On the way to hire a carrier, Iroh spotted a beautiful doll and bought that for Azula as well. A 
little girl enjoyed these sort of things after all. 


Zuko wrote a letter to Azula, and looked very pleased as he did so. 


Iroh wasn’t allowed to see it. When he’d tried to peek to see what had made Zuko so amused, 
his nephew leaned over his letter with the most affronted look and glared at Iroh. It made him 
chuckle as he leaned away. 


He put the hairpin, doll and letter for Azula in a box and paid to have it sent to the palace. 
Zuko watched the carrier leave. He had a contemplative frown on his face. 


Iroh wondered for the umpteenth time what went through his nephew’s mind at times like 
this. 


He got Zuko’s attention. ‘Ready?’ 


Zuko just shrugged. That was probably the only confirmation he was going to get. 


They had to charter a ship to take them to the island where the ruins were located. But they 
couldn’t sail directly there, because sailors believed that that particular bit of ocean was 
cursed by the Spirits. Ships could sail in, but would be sunk by the harsh waters. No matter 
the season, no matter how skilled the Captain and his sailors, no matter the tides, no matter 
how expertly the ship was constructed, the ocean always claimed it, never to be seen again. 
Nothing and no-one from those ships ever washed ashore. 


Some sailors swore they saw strange lights and shadows floating over that particular bit of 
ocean. Even the island itself was said to hold vengeful Spirits. People getting taken — 
seeming to vanish out of existence within minutes when they weren’t in their companions’ 
eyesight. 


Perhaps that was why the Sun Warriors chose that particular island — for all the dangers 
surrounding it; Spiritual and Physical. So it involved going in a very roundabout way. 


“Are you sure you wanna be taking a kid like like... like him to that island?” the Captain 
asked, looking at Zuko skeptically out of the corner of his eye. “It’s well, you know.” The 
Captain whispered, “Cursed.” 


“We'll be fine,” Iroh said sagely, simply because he had the feeling that this was a quest 
provided by the Spirits. “A// things work together for good,” an Air Monk from so long ago 
once said. Iroh needed to believe that. Maybe even desperately so. 


He’d lost Lu Ten, and returned home in time to take in Zuko — who more than likely would 
have been sent away somewhere never to be seen or heard from again. He went to Piandao 
for help, and by chance (or providence) chose a scroll in his library that reminded him of the 
Sun Warriors. Zuko was still so apprehensive of flames, so the only thing he could think of 
was showing Zuko what firebending truly meant. 


Considering how his campaign ended when he was sure that the Fire Nation was being 
guided by the Spirits, he needed the Spirits to be kind this time. He prayed that he wasn’t 
making a mistake. 


Iroh pretended he didn’t hear a few of the sailors whispering amongst themselves wondering 
if he was planning to abandon Zuko to the wilds. It’d been known to happen. It was said dark 
Spirits came from lost and abandoned children. Or people gave their unwanted (burdensome) 
children to the Spirits to do with as they pleased. 


It would be the perfect place. No-one would question it or blame him. They wouldn’t even 
stop him. The sailors would offer morbid comfort as he left him behind... 


How many? How many had been so cruelly abandoned? 


Instead of responding to the gossipers, Iroh placed a hand on Zuko’s head, which prompted 
his attention. 


He pulled Zuko into a hug, and he chuckled as Zuko squirmed away after a few minutes. His 
nephew didn’t really try very hard to escape. 


“You’re being weird.’ 
‘What? I can’t hug my precious nephew?’ Iroh put on a mock-hurt expression. 


Zuko looked flustered. Iroh imagined that if he’d used his voice, Zuko would have been 
spluttering. Instead, his nephew signed, ‘I’m going to go check on T-O-F-U.’ 


He watched as Zuko stomped off. 


When Iroh woke up that morning, there was a weight on his chest. Today was...it was Lu 
Ten’s birthday. He would have been twenty-three. 


Should have been. 


No-one bothered him as he set up a small vigil in an out-of-the-way corner of the ship. The 
people here knew what it meant to lose a loved one. They’d be reaching their destination later 
that day, so Iroh wanted to celebrate and mourn while he could. 


The ship’s cook silently parted with a few mochi and steamed buns, and someone else gave 
him incense sticks. Even one of the sailors lent Iroh his pipa without prompting. 


Zuko watched as Iroh set up the small shrine with Lu Ten’s portrait. 
‘Today is Lu Ten’s birthday.’ Iroh told Zuko. 


‘He used to sneak fire candy to me and sister.’ Zuko signed, after a moment. ‘Even though 
mom didn’t want him to.’ 


Again, Zuko had that strange expression, as if he had something going through his mind. 
Would he ever be inclined to share one of these days? 


Iroh caught Zuko watching him curiously as he tuned the pipa. He didn’t know if Zuko would 
even care about music, or even understand. It might not even mean anything to him. He 
strummed a few chords, and Zuko slowly reached out, but stopped. He looked up at Iroh as if 
asking for permission, for what, Iroh wasn’t sure. 


Perhaps Zuko just wanted to strum the pipa. So he nodded. Zuko rested his hand on the 
instrument instead, so Iroh played a few more notes as he finally got the tune to what he 
wanted. He started playing Leaves from the Vine and sang the first verse. Zuko glanced up at 
him and frowned, before taking his other hand and resting it on Iroh’s jaw. 


Iroh paused for a moment before he smiled softly at Zuko and continued the song. Zuko’s 
eyebrows were furrowed in concentration as he watched Iroh’s mouth. Zuko made a 
concerned face when his voice hitched, but he managed to get through the entire song 
without breaking. 


Iroh took in a breath. 
“Do you want me to sing another one?” Iroh asked. 
“Hm.” Zuko nodded, smiling just a little. 


This one was about Dragons — one of the songs from Ursa’s favorite play, Love Amongst the 
Dragons. 


Iroh didn’t know if Zuko understood everything, or if any of it meant anything to him. Zuko 
was frowning a bit in concentration before he smiled; a small tentative one specifically at 
Iroh — for the first time. 


Iroh felt emotional all over again for entirely different reasons. 


Early in the morning, they reached a small port that was really the only safe area to 
disembark. Iroh thanked their hosts with a small bow. He tapped Zuko’s shoulder and 
indicated that he do the same. 


The Captain wished them luck. All of the sailors whispered prayers, and the Firebenders 
among them lit small flames in their palms to say prayers of their own. Islands such as this 
one made even the least-religious suddenly have faith. 


The ship set off; its passengers obviously wanted to get away from this place as quickly as 
possible. 


Iroh glanced around them, and could see small Spirit Lights bounding out in the wilds. 


He pulled a talisman out of his tunic, and whispered, “Spirits, we come in peace, and to seek 
wisdom and knowledge, and not destruction. Grant us safe passage. Thank you for letting us 
use your lands.” 


He burned the talisman, and let the ashes float out with the wind. 


‘Listen carefully, Zuko.’ Iroh was grave, and he hoped that his expression conveyed just how 
important this was. ‘This island is dangerous. The Spirits here are troublemakers. Do not 
wander off, no matter who or what you see. Always stay with Tofu. If you see me or anyone 
else waving to you, and telling you to follow them, that is not me or anyone you know. If you 
see me or anyone you know running away, do not follow. I will not tell you to leave the 
campsite. Do you understand?’ 


Looking at him wide-eyed, Zuko nodded. 


Zuko mounted Tofu first, and he sat in front. Iroh felt much safer having Zuko within 
eyesight. Sen made herself comfortable in Zuko’s tunic. 


They set out towards the ruins. 


Toshio had included notes in the materials he had given Iroh, encouraging Zuko’s speech 
lessons. Just a few sentences a day, at least. Notes on how to show Zuko how to form words 
he hadn’t heard — it was a mountain of information in a few paragraphs. 


Iroh frowned, just a little. Considering how Zuko had been acting lately, he wasn’t sure if his 
nephew would be speaking anytime soon. Small steps, then. 


Maybe he should just ask? Prod just a little to see where Zuko stood on that matter. 
They could work for a bit after lunch, he figured. 


“Do you want to practice your voice?” Iroh asked, and from how Zuko looked at him that 
was a definite “no”. So he didn’t push. He pulled out other scrolls and had Zuko look over 
those for a bit. 


‘I don’t see why I have to learn this,’ Zuko complained, pushing the history scroll away. ‘It’s 
all the same. ‘Fire Nation fought a battle and won, furthering their greatness’.’ He rolled his 
eyes. ‘Pointless. These people should have known it was a losing battle.’ 


‘History is written by the victors,’ Iroh replied. “There are always two sides.’ 


“Yeah, well I’m not going to “further” the Fire Nation’s greatness anytime soon.’ Zuko put all 
the sarcasm he could muster into his signing, and managed to look exceptionally dejected 
while doing it. Iroh could see Ozai in those expressions, before he had become... 


But it also painfully reminded him of Lu Ten. 
Iroh sighed quietly and massaged his temple. 


‘Look at this,’ Iroh pointed out a line of text. It was never too late to learn critical thinking. 
‘Read from here to here, and tell me what you think.’ 


‘The Wanderers of the Air; Scourge of the Sky. Calling themselves nomads, they were like 
locust-mice descending from the sky, always taking more than their fair share, and never 
giving anything in return. Depriving those who provided them with their desired abundance - 


Until everything was eaten up and barren before migrating elsewhere spreading across the 
Nations as a plague. They left famine in their wake. Destroying crops of hardworking farmers 
with their self-indulgence. Fire Lord Sozin attempted negotiations with them, as the Fire 
Nation $ citizens were starving, but they would not listen. 


Agni heard the desperate prayers of his people, and the Comet that comes every 100 years 
was perfectly aligned with the timing of the inevitable fight. Fire Lord Sozin s soldiers now 
stood a fighting chance against the Air Nation s armies. Even with the power of Sozin’s 
Comet, the valiant men and women struggled against the Scourge s storms.’ 


‘What do you think this means?’ 


‘The Air Nation ate a lot of food? They stole from people?’ Zuko shrugged, obviously 
indifferent, and answered with what he probably thought Iroh wanted to hear just to get it 
over with. But he frowned. ‘Some of these words don’t mean anything.’ 


Iroh asked him to elaborate. 
Zuko pointed to a few characters, scowling even more. ‘I don’t know what these words are.’ 


Iroh noticed that the words Zuko wasn’t familiar with were words that people didn’t use in 
every day conversations. There were various seeming inconsistencies with what he knew — 
but Toshio was the best at what he did; helping deaf students learn. 


It took a few extra minutes to explain what the various words meant and how to use them in 
simpler terms. He noticed the frustration from how Zuko furrowed his brows. There was 
probably pride wrapped up in there, too — at having to have things explained. Zuko was 
intelligent — if he bothered to apply himself and learn. 


Iroh looked through Toshio’s notes, did they mention anything — maybe he should ask Zuko 
what they did...he found a note where Toshio explained how he and Zuko went over various 
sentences — and broke down how they went over them. 


They would go over a few sentences in a paragraph from one of his schoolbooks; or a 
children’s story. Practice speaking, reading, write them down, Sign, practice some more — use 
the new words in a sentence — repeat the process — until Zuko understood. The lessons that 
outwardly looked disconnected at first would all come together at one point or another. 


Just reading it sounded like an arduous process. 


Since Zuko didn’t seem all too receptive to be going through such a process, right then — Iroh 
instead departed some wisdom. 


‘History is important. It is always best to learn both sides.’ 


Zuko made a humming noise and shrugged, looking disinterested. 


They stopped for dinner, and Iroh lit the fire. Zuko only flinched slightly — even though he 
wasn’t close enough to get anywhere near burned or even feel the fire’s warmth. At least he 
wasn’t flinching as badly as he had been months earlier. 


Hopefully, the Sun Warriors could help. 
That evening, after dinner, Iroh got Zuko’s attention. 


‘This is important,’ Iroh told Zuko, trying to emphasize how much. Iroh went through a 
bending form, and encouraged Zuko to follow. 


‘It looks stupid.’ 


‘Nephew. This is an ancient bending form, and it’s very important that you know it.’ Iroh 
emphasized. ‘Now follow me.’ 


Zuko looked very put-upon, as if the Dancing Dragon was the most difficult kata he’d ever 
been tasked to perform in his first decade of life. Even though he was being churlish, it was 
nice to see Zuko acting like a child. 


Iroh went through the steps he had gone through years before. After the third time practicing, 
he said, ‘This is the Dancing Dragon.’ 


‘That’s a dumb name.’ Zuko made a face. ‘I don’t want to dance.’ 


“It’s not dancing, it’s a traditional firebending form.” Iroh started, then paused. Was it 
considered a dance, even if that was in the name? ‘It’s important that you are able to do this.’ 


“Why? Why’s it so important?’ 
‘Patience. You’ll see.’ 
He received an impressive scowl and a huff. 


‘It’s a very special secret.’ Iroh didn’t elaborate at all. ‘When we arrive at the ruins, you’ll 


? 


see. 
He hoped. 
Zuko followed along with the Dancing Dragon, and complained that the name was stupid. 


Iroh just chuckled and ruffled his nephew’s hair. Zuko huffed through his nose, scowled, and 
didn’t pull away. 


As they settled in for the night, Iroh noticed how Zuko was glancing up at the night sky. The 
stars were innumerable. A shooting star went passed. 


Iroh sat next to Zuko, and told him of the constellations; their names and their stories. There 
were constellations that had plays based on them. Now that got Zuko’s attention, and he was 
transfixed. 


Iroh drew a constellation in the dirt. ‘This is called ‘Zuko’. It’s right there, in the sky.’ 
Iroh pointed out others. 


‘There’s the North Star. You can use Harujin’s Belt to track other stars’ locations.’ Iroh 
explained. ‘On ships out at sea, we navigate using the stars — the position of the sun — we can 
always find our way home. In the Poles, there are...’ Iroh wondered how he should even 
describe it — if Zuko were ever able to travel to either of the Poles in his lifetime... ‘The 
heavenly lights — the B-O-R-E-A-L-I-S. Sometimes it’s called Tui’s Mantle.’ Iroh then had to 
explain because Zuko asked. ‘M-A-N-T-L-E’ 


“Mantle,” Iroh voiced slowly and clearly. ‘It’s another word for ‘cloak.’ La gave it to her to 
show his love. He obviously has a good taste in fashion!’ 


Iroh smiled at his sort-of joke. 


‘I guess.’ Zuko looked up at the sky again. ‘Why do they call it that? Why not just cloak? 
That’s what it is.’ 


‘It sounds fancier.’ Iroh explained. ‘Different words can mean the same thing, but certain 
words help make something sound important. Tui’s C-L-O-A-K,’ Iroh tugged at his own 
cloak, ‘it’s nothing special. M-A-N-T-L-E, sounds beautiful. Like La took his time to give her 
a gift to show off her beauty.’ 


Iroh smiled. ‘Do you want me to tell you the story?’ 


Zuko nodded. 


The scenery began to get well, boring. The first few days had been fun, getting to see more of 
the outside world. But now, Zuko was kind of disappointed because he thought that there’d 
be more adventure than this. He watched the strange lights and shadows — the ones that 


drifted across the ground. Zuko looked up at the sky, and didn’t see anything that could be 
making them. 


Uncle had said those were Spirits. Lesser ones that couldn’t take their own form without 
some kind of outside help. 


The nights were nice, because Uncle told him stories about the stars. 


He was required to learn about history, which wasn’t really all that interesting. He’d lived in 
the Fire Nation all his life, and only ever really learned about the Fire Nation. Even then, his 
knowledge on the Fire Nation was limited. Learning about other places outside of the Fire 
Nation was always about what the Fire Nation had done once they got there. The people 
never accepted the Fire Nation’s generous offers and greatness. He wondered why they didn’t 
accept the offer, and why they always resisted. 


Zuko was honestly slowly becoming...not attached? To the Fire Nation. He didn’t know how 
to describe that feeling, though. He didn’t hate it. But...he didn’t really love it. He enjoyed 
the Turtleduck pond, and sunrises, and the way Agni reflected on the ocean. Those were nice. 


His books were always about “sharing greatness”, and was he expected to share it too in spite 
of his...flaw? Except...he’d had the likely traitorous thoughts that he wanted to escape — the 
Fire Nation was a prison. Or at least the palace was. 


He had conflicted feelings about it. 


He was almost scared, thinking those thoughts. Because they were very not-loyal to Father 
and the Fire Lord and the Fire Nation. It was said that the Fire Lord could read a person’s 
thoughts since they were descended from Dragons. But he had those thoughts — and it was 
Father who burned him — not Grandfather. But he had those thoughts again and nothing 
happened? 


If the Fire Lord could read minds, how did that even work? 


Maybe Grandfather read his mind and he’d already been punished. That was why he was 
here. 


But then did that mean he could read minds too since he was the prince? He’d never been 
able to. Maybe that ability skipped him. 


Maybe they had to be in contact with him for it to work? 


At the palace, Mother was there, as was Azula — but... he couldn’t see them again. He did 
want to see them again. Maybe he’d be allowed to see Azula again if he did something to 
deserve it. He wondered if she would like her gift. It was better than a stupid doll. Zuko 
didn’t tell Uncle that Azula burnt the last doll he’d sent her. 


Being left with his mind to wander, his thoughts drifted away from the doll. 


He’d been locked away in that house, never allowed to leave. How was he supposed to share 
that greatness when talking to people was so difficult? When he remembered wanting to 


leave and explore, but couldn’t? Or when he did, it went horribly wrong? When his thoughts 
turned to... 


Maybe if he actually used his voice...the thought of using his voice...his voice was... 


Suddenly, he could have sworn that he saw Father not that far away from them. He was a 
looming figure with burning hands reaching for him. His eyes even glowed. 


Zuko took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. 


Sen pressed herself up against him, and Zuko held her close with one hand while he gripped 
Tofu’s saddle in a tight fist. One breath in, one breath out. His breath was getting faster and 
tighter and it was getting harder to breathe. 


Uncle was pulling him off of Tofu and setting him on the ground. 
When did they stop? Why did they stop when Father was right there —? 


Uncle had his arms wrapped around Zuko, and he rubbed his back in slow, small circles; and 
he could feel the warmth of Uncle’s hands. Uncle’s chest rumbled. 


His breathing slowed down and became easier. He had no idea how long they sat there for. 
Uncle soon pulled back. ‘Are you okay?’ 
‘Father is standing there.’ Zuko signed, and Uncle frowned. 


“You’re seeing things.’ Iroh told him. ‘The Spirits are reacting to your emotions. We’ll rest 
for a bit. A man needs his rest. It’s alright.’ 


Zuko reluctantly accepted the tea Uncle made. It tasted like bitter-flavored ground water, and 
he had no idea why Uncle enjoyed it so much. 


His thoughts were all over. 


Did he want to go back? Even if Mother was there? If he could always avoid Father — yes. 
Maybe? Maybe if he got over his fear of Fire, then...maybe he could go back. If. 


But a part of him...was more terrified of Grandfather (and especially) Father than of Fire. It 
almost made him want to sit on his hands. 


That night, Zuko also saw Azula. She sat on a rock with her perfect clothes and perfect hair, 
looking even more doll-like. A strange glow surrounded her. She kept reaching for him, and 
Zuko wanted to follow her, and take her hand. Sneak around like they used to at the palace. 
But Uncle’s warning was at the forefront of his mind. So he did his best to ignore her and 
hoped he imagined the hurt look on her face when he turned away. 


He noticed that Uncle kept looking at something, but whatever it was, Zuko couldn’t see it. 
Uncle lit several incense sticks, and stuck the ends into the ground. He lit a small flame in his 
palm and started speaking, far too quickly for Zuko to understand — something about Spirits 


and guide ants? That didn’t make any sense. His mind quickly filtered through words that it 
could have been — while trying to keep up with the rest. 


“_-.., lattice averest.” Uncle said, and Zuko wondered if he was even saying actual words. 
““We--sk -- peace-- mind and--.” 


Uncle made some sort of sign with the fire in his hands, and it didn’t make any sense, so 
maybe he wasn’t actively using Sign. He visibly breathed out, putting out his flame. 


Azula disappeared after that, and Uncle didn’t glance over at the invisible thing anymore. 


Zuko was sad to see her go. He remembered her getting ripped away by Father, and that was 
when...Zuko subtly shifted to sit on his hands. Just in case. 


The strange lights and shadows still surrounded them, but nothing approached them again. 


Uncle reached for him, and gently ruffled his hair. He scowled. Zuko had to pull his hands 
out to push Uncle’s hand away. But he didn’t let go, because holding onto Uncle was 
comforting. 


The next morning, Uncle told him, ‘We’re almost there.’ 


Two days later, they arrived at the ruins. 


The ruins looked like a fun place to run around and explore, which was something he 
desperately wanted to do once he had a chance. Uncle guided Tofu carefully through various 
pathways, even along the walls to avoid the floors. Uncle paused every now and then, 
holding onto Zuko carefully as he shot small flames from his fingers, and activated the traps 
so they wouldn’t be caught in them. Zuko winced every time, even though he knew logically 
that Uncle would never hurt him. 


They finally arrive at a platform, and Uncle had Zuko sit down. 


Uncle sat next to him — slightly in front, and began speaking. What was he doing? Was he 
talking to Spirits again? Because of the angle, Zuko had no idea what Uncle was saying. 
Uncle then bowed. Was he supposed to bow, too? Uncle didn’t tell him if he should. He tried 
not to be frustrated for Uncle not telling him what he was doing. 


Movement out of the corner of his eye caused Zuko to flinch and look — and — it was a 
person. Dressed strangely...and he was slowly joined by other people. Their expressions 
were angry and suspicious. There was a man standing in front of them, and he looked angry — 


especially at Uncle. He must have been the leader, because he had the biggest headdress and 
a Staff. 


Zuko shifted a little. Uncle was indicating him, maybe, with his hand. Biggest-headdress’ 
eyes went to him. Zuko immediately turned his gaze to the ground. 


He sat stiffly as the people surrounded them. He kept his head down but used his peripheral 
vision to watch the people move. Sen wiggled around in his arms, probably sensing his 
anxiety. He scratched under her chin just how she liked it. 


It helped him relax. 


Sen abruptly stiffened, and he stopped. Her ears were nearly flat on her head and her hackles 
slowly raised, bearing her tiny, needle-sharp teeth — and she was looking up at Zuko. Did he 
do something, or — Sen suddenly shot up — passed Zuko’s face, making him flinch in surprise, 
where she landed on his shoulder. He felt her vibrating, and her tail was bristling and flailing 
in obvious irritation. 


Curious, Zuko slowly turned to look behind him. Sen climbed on his head, and still vibrated 
and thrashed her tail. One of the people had obviously fallen back on his rear, and he was 
holding a very bloody hand. Drops of red ran between the fingers of his opposite hand, 
dripping down onto the ground. 


He glared at Zuko — like Zuko had done something. The expression reminded him too much 
of — Zuko quickly pressed himself up against Iroh, and refused to look and the angry man. 
Sen stayed where she was, perched protectively on Zuko’s head. 


Her Human was nervous, Sen could tell — it made her jittery. So she accepted all the pets and 
finger-scritches that he offered, because it made him feel better — and she benefitted. But then 
a stranger approached her Human from behind — her Human was never aware when other 
Humans did that. But those other Humans had never approached like a predator. 


Sen perceived this as a threat. The stranger did not back away when she growled a warning. 
He reached for her Human, his hand a little too much like claws for her liking — and Sen 
showed him exactly why a ferret-fox baring teeth should very much be paid attention to. Sen 
huffed and snarled several times, valiantly protecting her Human. 


Iroh didn’t want to share too much; no-one wanted to be pitied, after all. 


“My nephew recently had a rather...traumatizing experience with fire,” Iroh explained. “I felt 
guided by the Spirits, or I wouldn’t be here, otherwise. I’m asking for his sake. I figured that 
if he could see how firebending is truly supposed to be, then...” 


Sun Warrior Chief Kaji’s hardened features softened only the slightest fraction. Clearly, and 
most fortunately, he wouldn’t begrudge a child. 


“A child shouldn’t fear their Element, especially if it’s Fire.” 


Iroh could tell that there was so much more to what the Chief was saying. Iroh bowed in 
thanks. 


He got Zuko’s attention. 


Signing and speaking, he said, “Zuko, this is Chief Kaji. He’s going to help you with your 
Fire.” 


The expression on Zuko’s face was one of clear apprehension. He rapidly shook his head. 
Iroh frowned when Zuko’s breathing started to speed up. Iroh shifted to pull Zuko into a hug 
until his breathing slowed down to normal. 


“Come with us, then.” 
Iroh guided Zuko carefully, even though he was visibly reluctant. 


One of the Sun Warriors took Tofu’s reins, and followed after them. Sen settled on Zuko’s 
shoulder, and Iroh frowned just a little at the blood dotting the white fur on her chest and 
chin. One of the men had been understandably suspicious upon Iroh’s return, but he’d 
thought Zuko had been faking — or this was some elaborate ploy to gain access to the 
Dragons. 


He’d loudly voiced his suspicions, and a few people grumbled, but no-one was as vocal as he 
was. 


Iroh wasn’t sure exactly what happened, he’d been talking to the Chief when he was cut off 
by Sen snarling and a pained yell followed by cursing. 


Sen stood on Zuko’s shoulder protectively, and the man cursed about his mangled hand. 
Ferret-foxes were extremely protective and territorial, and if Sen perceived a threat — Iroh 
was thankful that Sen was there. He wondered what happened to make Sen react so violently. 


The others laughed at the man, as someone else quickly wrapped up his hand and took him 
away to be treated. 


After what happened with the warrior, no-one dared to reach for Zuko lest suffer Sen’s fury. 
The Sun Warriors all went ahead to the courtyard to prepare for the ceremony. 


The Chief guided them to the Eternal Flame, and explained that they would have to climb the 
mountain while carrying it, and present the flame to the Masters so that they could be judged. 


Iroh signed the instructions. 
Zuko immediately recoiled, and held his hands close to himself. 


Iroh’s heart broke, seeing how terrified Zuko was. He got down on one knee in front of Zuko. 
‘It'll be alright, nephew. It doesn’t hurt. Do you trust me?’ 


Zuko almost reached for Iroh, but stopped and backed away. He looked ashamed for doing 
sO. 


“..He is not ready.” Chief Kaji said solemnly. “We will have to wait.” 

‘Sorry’ Zuko apologized. 

Iroh shook his head. He felt angry at himself and Ozai. 

He didn’t stop Zuko as he retreated off somewhere in the ruins to be by himself. 


The Sun Warriors’ Trial by Fire was put on hold for now. There was a sense of guilt that they 
had set up for nothing. 


“Give it time.” Chief Kaji said, patting Iroh’s shoulder. 


It had been several hours since Zuko had run off. Worried, Iroh began looking for him. A few 
of the warriors helped. 


Oh, Agni. 


He couldn’t hear them if they called. What if he was in trouble? Would he even call for help? 
Could he call for help? What if he had fallen somewhere and couldn’t get out? It was 
dangerous here. All the worst case scenarios went through Iroh’s mind. Zuko was smart, he 
wouldn’t get trapped somewhere. 


One of the warriors told him, “All the most dangerous traps surround our city. There aren’t 
any close to this area.” 


That only offered some relief. 
They found Zuko a few hours later sitting between some rocks near a cliff. 


It turned out the only way to reach that spot was to climb up a small mountain path to a 
certain point where the edge tiered down like giant steps, and then go over the cliff. Then 
carefully descend via foot and handholds to reach that lower cliff. It was no wonder it had 
taken them so long to find him. No-one had thought to look in hard-to-reach areas. 


Carefully, Iroh joined him. 


Zuko was sitting hugging his knees to his chest, while digging furrows into the dirt with a 
stick. Sen looked up at Iroh and wagged her tail. 


Iroh waved his hand in front of Zuko to get his attention. 
Jolting, Zuko hit his head against an overhanging rock. 


“Zuko!” Iroh cried in concern, as his nephew laid down and groaned, holding the back of his 
head. 


Zuko slowly sat up again. Iroh checked the back of his head for blood, and thankfully found 
none. Not even a bump, really. 


‘Sorry for startling you.’ Iroh said once his inspection was done. 

He received a one-sided shrug. 

‘Are you mad?’ Zuko asked after a moment. 

‘No. I’m not.’ 

Zuko didn’t really seem to believe him even though he nodded. 

‘The Chief said we could wait until you’re ready. I made deal with him so we could stay.’ 
He didn’t receive much of a response. 


Mentally, Iroh began going through various tasks. They certainly wouldn’t be staying for 
free, because they were imposing on the Sun Warriors. But overstaying their welcome wasn’t 
a risk Iroh had been willing to take. Getting to learn about how the Sun Warriors lived would 
do both of them some good. 


Two of the women, Chiyoti and Kogeta, agreed that they would start showing Iroh and Zuko 
how they live their day-to-day lives. Earning their keep was pretty much a communal affair. 


Kogeta was nice, except she kept over-pronouncing her words. 


“I’m so sorry you’re deaf,” she said very earnestly to Zuko’s face. “I could never imagine 
living like that.” 


Iroh couldn’t imagine it either, but he’d seen how hard Zuko had to work; learning and 
adapting to what had come easily for normal people. 


Zuko just stared at her clearly having no idea how to respond. Finally, Zuko responded, and 
Iroh translated, “I couldn’t imagine living like you, either.” 


Now Iroh wasn’t sure if he should scold Zuko for that response or not, because he had looked 
as if he were being genuine. And Zuko could have meant any number of things by it. 


Chiyoti covered her mouth and snort-coughed at Kogeta’s stunned expression, failing to hide 
her laugh. She composed herself and fought to not smile. “You kinda asked for that, Kogeta.” 


Kogeta looked as if she were about to argue her point or explain herself. Instead, she huffed 
and walked away. Zuko watched her leave with his brow furrowed, obviously confused by 
that response. So his words weren’t meant maliciously. 


Teach Zuko to...be more...socially aware? More gracious with his hosts? Manners? It would 
be added to the list, whatever that situation called for. 


““She’s insulted for no reason, I wouldn’t worry about it.” Chiyoti told Iroh. 


Glancing around, she then whispered, “Kogeta once was insulted because someone was upset 
she overwatered their desert plant and it died.” 


She looked far too amused. 
“It’s supposed to look dry!’” She whisper-shouted. “’It’s a cactus!’” 


Snorting in a very un-lady-like manner and shaking her head, Chiyoti added, “She er, tries to 
help, but it’s not always helpful... but her heart’s in the right place, bless her.” 


With some relief that the woman wasn’t affronted, Iroh thanked her. 


They were able to stay in a small room in one of the houses. It wasn’t cramped, but cozy. 
They also had a decent view of the afternoon sun over the valley. 


Working was something that Zuko happily threw himself into. It seemed he enjoyed getting 
to do things, and spending mostly one-on-one with people. Though he did have his days 
where he went off to be by himself. 


The warrior Sen had taken several bites out of didn’t seem to like them very much. Jugo 
always glared and muttered things under his breath to those around him, and Iroh never really 
caught any of the words. But he kept a wide berth from them. 


‘Do you want to try today?’ Iroh asked a week later. 


Zuko shook his head. 


The same question was asked almost every day for a month. The answer was always ‘no.’ 
Iroh tried asking again. And again. Gently prodding. Zuko always avoiding. 


But then Zuko blew up at him. ‘Why are you always trying to make me firebend? I don’t 
want to!’ 


For a brief moment, Iroh saw Ozai’s anger in Zuko — but most of all, he saw that still ever 
present fear. 


Zuko leaned away from him, almost as if he were expecting a strike — but not really knowing 
what to do if he didn’t. Still, Zuko stood his ground and glared at Iroh. 


‘Fearing your element isn’t healthy,’ Iroh explained. ‘Benders — especially Firebenders, can 
go crazy if they don’t use their Fire.’ 


‘l’ve been fine.’ Zuko sulked. ‘I’m fine.’ 


Iroh waited a bit longer to ask again. 


‘Where is the knife I gave you?’ Uncle asked him after another week or so had passed. 
Zuko still carried the knife on him in his boot. He pulled out the knife and handed it to Uncle. 


He stared at the transcription on the knife for a few moments before he handed it back asking, 
‘Can you read this for me?’ 


**..Made in the Earth Kingdom’?’ 

Uncle smiled, obviously amused. ‘Other side.’ 
*°..Never give up without a fight’.’ 

Uncle was giving him a purposeful /ook. 


Zuko looked down at the knife in his hand and the transcription. Had he given up? Probably. 
He was here now, and could actually learn firebending; it was right there, except... 


‘I know you can do this, nephew. You’ve always been a fighter. You’re much stronger than 
you realize.’ 


Uncle gave Zuko a smile and he wasn’t sure what it meant. 


Kogeta had avoided him and Uncle since that first day, because she was “miffed”. Chiyoti 
said that she was just being shied-ish, or something. (Was that a word?) 


While Chiyoti was nice and helpful, she didn’t really learn any Sign at all. It was only the 
bare minimum. 


“Oh, I don’t need to learn any of that.” She’d said with a far-too-kind and genuine smile. 
“You’re smart enough to understand what I tell you.” 


Mildly frustrated, Zuko followed along and helped her with domestic chores. Should he be 
annoyed that Chiyoti didn’t see the need to learn? But she’d called him “smart”, like he 
caught every single little word that people said to him. 


But as least she always spoke slowly and clearly and actually looked at him as she spoke. He 
took what he could get. 


There were other kids there, but they all avoided him. 


He caught the occasional glance sent his way. Sometimes, they kept staring. Most of the time, 
they looked away and whispered to each other — and sometimes they glanced back at him. 
They were probably talking about him. 


Even their own parents pulled them away. 


Not having any real idea on how to even approach them, or if he was even allowed to, he 
turned away and kept himself busy with something else. He had the feeling that he wouldn’t 
be welcome if he tried, anyway. 


Zuko disliked being so outside of things looking in. 

The only other kids in his life besides Azula — made him feel — even more outside of things. 
Maybe if he were actually normal, then he could... 

He probably wouldn’t even be here if he’d actually been normal. 


Zuko went to that secluded cliff to be by himself for a while. 


Later that day, Zuko was helping Chiyoti mend some clothing. It was a much-needed life 
skill, she’d told him. There wasn’t always going to be someone around to do it for him — and 
he’d save money doing it himself. 


He kept pricking his finger. Frustrating, yes. But Zuko liked having something like this to 
focus on. 


Sen burrowed into the clothes and began writhing around when she couldn’t find her way 
out. With a sigh, Zuko pulled the ferret-fox out of the bundle and set her down. Sen 
immediately burrowed into the clothes again. 


He loved the little troublemaker, but Sen enjoyed being in the middle of things a little too 
much sometimes. 


Someone approached them from the side and sat down. Zuko didn’t glance their way as he 
focused on his work. He figured that Chiyoti and the person were talking, and if they wanted 
to tell him something, they’d get his attention. 


After some time, the person still hadn’t left. Zuko glanced up, and saw that it was the Chief. 
He recoiled in surprise and immediately gave a polite bow for how disrespectful he was for 
not greeting the Chief properly. Zuko was mortified, because the Chief was an elder and 
Zuko was his guest taking advantage of his hospitality... 


The Chief simply tapped the top of Zuko’s head, prompting him to look up. 


Glancing at movement at his side, he saw Chiyoti laughing. Though, she did try covering it. 
From how she was trying not to look at him, he was obviously the object of her amusement. 
Zuko scowled as his face burned. 


The Chief...what was his name again? Kaiji? No...Kaji. 
Zuko looked up at him, but still kept his head down. 


Chief Kaji had Zuko look up as he spoke slowly and purposefully, “Your uncle came here so 
you could learn the meaning of Fire.” 


Zuko scowled at that, too. Why was it so important that he learn now? He just... wasn’t ready. 
Fire was...Zuko subconsciously rubbed his shoulder and he stiffened. 


“What do you think Fire is?” Chief Kaji asked, getting his attention again. He was looking at 
Zuko pointedly. “Do you think its fear and pain? Or life and comfort?” 


Zuko didn’t answer, but from the way he curled into himself almost protectively was answer 
enough. 


Chief Kaji motioned for Zuko to follow him. 


Whatever the man wanted, Zuko went along, but he did so reluctantly. 


He was led to a training field. The moment Zuko saw the flames, he stiffened and pulled 
back. His breathing became tight. 


He felt the weight of a hand on the back of his neck, and Zuko looked up at Chief Kaji. He 
looked sad. Zuko quickly glanced at the ground, because he’d put that expression there, 
though...he...actually, maybe it wasn’t guilt. Just disappointment because he couldn’t do 
what Uncle and the Chief wanted. 


Unexpectedly, Zuko was pulled to the side. Chief Kaji sat him down on a rock and pointed to 
the Firebenders down in the yard. He still had his hand on the back of Zuko’s neck, which did 
bring some amount of comfort. Trying not to flinch, Zuko watched them. 


His eyes slowly went wide and he leaned forward. 


Zuko had never seen firebending quite like this before. He recognized the various Sozin 
forms, but the katas were mixed into something else with others he didn’t recognize. It was 
like they were dancing. Maybe not exactly dancing. But it was more than that. The people 
didn’t just have various bursts of flame, but rather one continuous flame that swirled around 
the field in between the people. 


They were tossing? No...guiding the flame from one person to the next. He could feel the 
vibrations around them as people beat the drums and the people moved as one. Their bending 
was in time with the beats. 


It was...it was beautiful. And it made Zuko envious. He could only wish for his pitiful flames 
to look like that. 


The pacing increased, as did the flame. They watched for a bit longer, until the drums 
stopped and the fire was shot into the air. The people all bowed as one with hands forming 
the Flame. 


Zuko was still staring transfixed. 
Chief Kaji got his attention again. “Would you like to learn to firebend like that?” 


He could learn that? He’d actually get to... Zuko shivered at the thought of firebending. Yet. 
He thought of how the people moved and passed that ball of flame between them; with it 
growing bigger and bigger — so big in fact he thought that it was going to go blazing out of 
control. 


But it didn’t. 

They were always in control, and they weren’t scared of their Fire. 
Deep breath in. Breathe out. 

Slowly, and almost hesitantly Zuko nodded. 


Maybe. 


He was done being afraid. 
“Tomorrow, then.” Chief Kaji nodded. 
He could do this. 


(He hoped). 


Today was the day. 
The Eternal Flame roared in its hearth. 


Iroh reached out his hand, and Zuko hesitantly took it. He could feel how much Zuko was 
shaking, in spite of trying to hide it. Iroh shifted so that he was holding Zuko’s had and gently 
placed the flame in Zuko’s palm. 


He’d leaned away slightly, as if expecting it to hurt. But once the flame was there, Zuko 
stopped and stared at the fire in his hands, wide-eyed, and completely transfixed. Iroh was 
sure that if they’d let him, Zuko would have spent hours just staring into that flame. He 
wondered what was going through Zuko’s mind at that moment. 


Iroh received his own flame, and the Chief nodded. 


Iroh followed after Zuko as they ascended the steep mountainside, staying behind him so that 
he could keep an eye on him, just in case of anything. 


The warriors began to beat the drums when they reached the courtyard, and Zuko stopped 
walking. At first, Iroh was concerned that something was wrong. But Zuko glanced around at 
the drum players, and Iroh had to encourage him to keep moving. 


They started climbing the stairs, and various chants erupted from the Sun Warriors and the 
drum beats got louder and faster. Zuko nervously stood with his fire, as if he didn’t know 
what else to do with it. He bowed forward, holding out the flame in his hands. 


The ground began to shake as the Masters Ran and Shaw appeared. The wind ripped around 
them and roared in Iroh’s ears. 


He heard Zuko yelp, and he turned in time to see Zuko unwittingly extinguish the flame as he 
leapt back against him, staring wide-eyed at the Dragons as they flew overhead. He didn’t 
really look scared; but rather fascinated with a side of nervousness. 


Iroh got Zuko’s attention, and signed, ‘Dancing Dragon.’ Zuko gave him a near-judgmental 
look that clearly asked if he were serious. 


It was almost as if he thought Iroh were joking. Even though humor was good for the soul, as 
if he’d joke at a moment like this! 


Getting into position, he sent his nephew a /ook of his own. The one where he fully expected 
Zuko to comply. 


Visibly huffing, Zuko performed the kata with Iroh. The moment they were finished, the 
Dragons stared at them for several minutes before colorful flames surrounded them. 


Within the flames, Iroh felt...a calmness. Maybe even shame, for using this Fire for 
furthering his ancestor’s ambitions. They no longer meant anything. Perhaps, he should have 
his own ambitions, if he could ever find them. 


Zuko gasped. Iroh turned to look to see Zuko reaching out towards the flames...of his own 
volition. It made him smile. The fire dissipated, and Iroh turned to make his way down the 
steps, expecting Zuko to follow. 


One of the Sun Warriors yelled and pointed just then, “Hey! You can’t do that!” he stopped 
and turned to one of the people next to him. “Can he do that?” 


His companion only shrugged helplessly. 
A few of the others had mixed expressions of amusement, confusion, and near-offended. 


Iroh turned to see that Zuko was hugging Ran’s nose. And he was genuinely smiling; looking 
completely happy and at peace. It was...Iroh smiled as well. It was the first time Zuko had 
smiled like that since they left Caldera. It reminded Iroh of Zuko before he became flawed. 
Maybe it made him a bit mushy. Or rather, the Dragons had stirred up dust, and it had gotten 
into his eyes. He also chuckled a little, at Sen licking Ran’s nose. 


Ran pulled back and a single whisker touched Zuko’s forehead. Zuko leaned back and stared 
at the Dragon wide-eyed. Ran then twisted off of the platform, and flew over the crowd ina 
wide circle before landing. The warriors all whispered amongst themselves as they loudly 
questioned what was going on. 


‘What did the Master show you?’ Iroh asked, focusing more on his nephew as he and Zuko 
made their way down. 


Zuko’s smile was almost shy. ‘Things.’ Cupping his hands, Zuko lit a small flame. 


Iroh looked on proudly. 


He chuckled, not caring that Zuko wasn’t going to share. He did his best to not cry because of 
how at peace Zuko looked with his Fire. He rested his hand on Zuko’s bicep and smiled. 


Zuko ducked his head a little and smiled as well. 
Just then, Ran took off back into her cave. 


Iroh glanced over to the crowd which had split apart, showing a young woman. The Sun 
Warriors were all staring, their gaze shifting from the woman to Iroh and Zuko, and Iroh 
wondered what had warranted it. 


There was a tension that Iroh couldn’t place; the people around them weren’t being subtle 
about whatever this was. 


The woman straightened from a bow and stepped forward to meet Iroh and Zuko when they 
reached the bottom step. She bowed with the Flame, and Iroh and Zuko bowed as well. 


“Hi!” the woman said, quite enthusiastically as she suddenly hugged Zuko. Sen jumped to 
Zuko’s head to keep from falling to the ground or getting crushed between them. Iroh noticed 
that Zuko’s face was level with the woman’s chest — which er...currently had his face pressed 
into it. 


“Master Ran wants me to teach you my firebending. Isn’t that great?” 


The Sun Warriors all looked flabbergasted as they glanced at each other and whispered 
among themselves with even more intensity. Many of them were looking at the scene wide- 
eyed. Iroh was surprised, of course. 


Last time he was here, he went through the same ritual; only to be kicked out the moment it 
was done with a promise not to reveal a thing. But for one of the Masters to actually request 
that Zuko have a teacher... 


The Spirits were moving, Iroh was sure of it. But why were the Sun Warriors looking at Zuko 
and the woman with those expressions? There was certainly something important that he was 
missing. 


Zuko wriggled away from the woman and practically hid behind Iroh. He looked absolutely 
perplexed. 


The woman continued to grin and vibrate with excitement. “I can’t wait to get started.” 
Zuko frowned and looked at Iroh. ‘What’s going on? Who 1s she?’ 
“Uh...” Iroh signed and spoke, “Master Ran wants you to teach Zuko firebending?” 


“Yep! My name is Pima.” Pima bounced on her feet. Then gasped, somehow with her entire 
body as she focused on Zuko. “OH! You could teach me that hand language. That would 
make things so much easier! People teaching each other things and sharing knowledge and 
stuff with passion is just wonderful, don’t you agree?” 


Iroh had to sign quickly to keep up with her. 
Zuko smiled a little and nodded, glancing between them. 


Pima grinned, squealed loudly and grasped Zuko’s hands in her own and practically 
somehow vibrated even more in excitement. “This is so exciting!” She took in a breath. Then 
speaking as if she were talking more to herself than Zuko, she added, “Ah. I have to be 
professional. I’m a teacher, now.” She squealed again anyway. “I can’t believe I actually have 
a student!” 


Zuko continued to look lost. Pima nodded, talking rapidly. ““We have to eat dinner, soon. You 
can teach me that fun hand-waving after, okay?” 


*...fun hand-waving?’ Zuko looked entirely confused, and Iroh sympathized, being a little 
confused himself. 


Pima spun on her heel and skipped off, humming to herself. 


Chief Kaji sighed quietly. “It seems that Master Ran has spoken.” He then added, “Pima is 
a...rather interesting choice.” 


The Chief didn’t elaborate. Iroh had the feeling the Chief wasn’t talking about Pima’s er, 
exuberance. 


“Ts she?” Iroh asked, making him all-the-more curious. 


Iroh sat with Zuko outside of their temporary house, enjoying the slowly setting sun. Zuko 
was sitting and watching his own flame intently. 


Iroh looked up when he saw Pima practically dragging a man with her over to meet them. Or 
more specifically; to meet Zuko. He quickly got Zuko’s attention on Pima because she started 
talking the moment they approached. 


“This is my husband, Kojin. Kojin, this is Zuko, my student! I finally have a student!” 
Kojin grinned and bowed. “It’s truly an honor.” 
The husband and wife both hugged. 


Pima looked teary-eyed, as did Kojin. She must have been wanting a student for a long time, 
then. Though, Iroh did wonder why it seemed to be such a big deal for her. 


Pima got down on her knees so that she was level with Zuko. 


“Ts it alright if we start our hand-language lessons now?” 
Zuko smiled shyly and nodded. 


Pima grinned even wider and gently squeezed Zuko’s hands in her own. “It'll be an honor to 
teach and to learn.” 


Zuko dreamt of flying on a twisting Dragon with an old man he didn’t recognize but who 
seemed so familiar. The man smiled down at him. He was saying something, but Zuko 
couldn’t tell what it was. Was it important? 


He didn’t really remember much of the dream when he woke up. It probably wasn’t very 
important if he couldn’t remember. 


Later the next morning, Iroh spotted Pima and even Kojin sitting with Zuko as they went 
through various signs. 


“This one’s so cute!” Pima happily declared, holding up her hand as she made a sign. 
“What’s the next one?” 


Iroh wasn’t sure how much longer they would be here, but it would be nice to relax for a 
while. Maybe meditate. There were supposed to be a few Shrines here that he could visit. 


As Iroh made his way towards the Chief’s abode, he happened to overhear a couple of Sun 
Warriors talking. He was crossing over a bridge, and the two were sitting down below by the 
water. 


“..a disgrace. Unbelievable, Master Ran actually letting not only an outsider, but one /ike 
that learn of the Lost Arts?” a man said. The not exactly disdain in his voice was mixed with 
confusion. 


“You sure?” his companion asked, voice uneasy. 


“Why else would one of the Masters give Pima of all people the task?” There was a hint of 
bitterness in the tone. 


“Pity for both, I imagine.” 


The companion almost sounded like he was trying to politely end the conversation but didn’t 
really want to ask. The bitter one probably would have turned it into an argument. 


“They should have just adopted within our clans. But no, some deaf brat wanders in — the 
sheer disrespect of hugging the Master —! Wasted efforts if you ask me.” 


“R-right.” 


Iroh continued on, not wanting to hear more lest he react and show exactly why he’d been 
called Dragon of the West and reveal himself. 


On the way to what was a secluded training yard, Pima introduced Zuko to her parents, an 
older couple whose names he didn’t catch. 


“Call me Nani, I’ve always wanted to be called that,” the old woman said as she took Zuko’s 
hands in hers. She also gave his cheek a light, gentle pinch. 


Zuko felt his face burn, because no adult had ever done such a thing. Well, maybe Mother. 
Nani laughed, looking wet-eyed. 


Her husband was looking at him strangely, and Zuko shifted uncomfortably, not knowing 
what the old man wanted from him. His expression wasn’t anything that made Zuko feel like 
he was in any kind of danger, but the man looked strange. Equally sad and happy in a strange 
way. 


“Gramps.” The old man said. “Call me that.” 
What was with these people looking at him with those expressions? 


Not having anything else to call him, Gramps turned to Pima. He was saying something to 
her, and Pima smiled and nodded. She also had that strange sad-happy expression. Whatever 
they were saying, Zuko caught none of it. 


He sighed, waiting for whatever he was brought here for. 


The three of them all glanced his way, and looked amused. Zuko’s face flushed when he 
realized that he’d actually sighed loud enough to draw their attention. 


Gramps bowed with the Flame, and Pima returned it. Her parents made their way back into 
their house. Pima motioned for Zuko to follow her. She skipped along with a happy energy, 
and Zuko was thankful she didn’t expect him to skip along with her. 


Zuko tilted his head to the side as he watched Pima. She was waving her arms, wiggling her 
entire body, and spinning. 


“Tt’s like fwoosh! Whoo! Swish! ---! Ba--! Whee~! Just like that!” Master Pima grinned 
widely at him. “Understand?” 


Zuko muffled a giggle behind his hand. He shouldn’t have laughed, that was disrespectful. 
He glanced up at Pima nervously, but she seemed to be waiting for something? He ducked his 
head a little in apology for laughing, but Pima still looked at him. She wasn’t going to scold 
him? What was she...? 


Oh, yeah. Feeling only slightly guilty for getting distracted, he shook his head. 


Pima had picked up Sign relatively easily, but she was all over the place with it. And her 
grammar was terrible. She tended to sign rapidly and sometimes in ways that didn’t make 
much sense. Did she talk like she signed? Maybe? Though, he sort of wished Uncle were 
here. Uncle wasn’t allowed on the training grounds because of what Pima was going to be 
teaching him or something? 


“Tt’s like a dance, you know.” Pima said, while signing. “Firebending isn’t just rage and 
power. It’s passion, love and life, and all kinds of nice things!” 


Pima waved to him, not really signing. “Show me your katas. Just, do what you know. The 
com---ed stuff. You don’t have to bend yet.” 


Frowning, Zuko asked what she meant. 


“Oh! Um. Your biggest” she spread her arms out, and made various motions with her arms, 
“level kata. Do that.” 


He was about to start when Pima motioned that he had to take off his shirt. 
Anxiously, he did so. He’d kept his burns hidden as best he could. But now... 


Pima did react, but she didn’t ask questions. She just smiled too-tightly and sad-like, 
motioning for him to go ahead like everything was normal. 


It was a relief that she didn’t stare. 


Zuko recalled his more advanced katas and nervously stepped into the stance. Hori had 
always given him such a difficult time, and Azula had been helping him with... Never mind. 
He focused on the task at hand. 


He performed a different kata; one of the ones that Azula had helped him with more than 
others. He didn’t really stumble as he finished. Zuko looked to Pima expectantly. 


She was frowning as she looked at him. He’d messed up badly somewhere, hadn’t he? Zuko 
tried not to worry as she approached. 


“Do a series of katas.” Pima said, for once looking serious. “Different sets. Flow them 
together.” 


He was admittedly a bit out of practice, but he went through five sets. He did struggle a bit, 
but he didn’t fall on his butt. That had to be worth something. 


Pima didn’t look happy. Her eyebrows were furrowed. 
She waved and told him to sit down. 


“T said it’s like a dance, I’ll show you.” Pima didn’t really seem to be doing any real bending 
or even any bending forms at all as she made various motions and spins. But then Zuko then 
started to recognize the same katas he’d done as Pima went. It was sort of like a dance — not 
that Zuko wanted to dance or anything. But her kicks, punches, and flips made him wish he 
could move just as easily. He envied the ease with which she moved. 


He watched her with wide-eyed fascination. The more she showed him, he was amazed 
because of how Pima moved. It wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen before. Hori and the 
various other Masters he’d seen...they seemed so...much lesser somehow. 


“Watch me,’ she’d told him. Pima moved slowly and gracefully, with purpose. 


Then she sped up; making her movements much sharper and fiercer, but still graceful. She 
included Sozin’s Style — the one that he was more familiar with and had always struggled to 
perform properly. Fierce attacks were thrown in between the flowing, dancing moves — and it 
was amazingly seamless. Not a single movement was wasted. The flowing moves seemed to 
make the fierce strikes even stronger. 


Then, Pima added fire, and Zuko barely even flinched — mostly, he was surprised that she was 
using her flames. He didn’t have the same fear. Not really. 


Her flames were a bright yellow-orange that slowly changed colors and flowed around her 
with controlled motions — she manipulated the flames even around Zuko like the Dragons had 
done — showing confidence that she wouldn’t hurt him. He’d never seen such control. 


Signing slowly this time, Pima said, ‘If you learn to bend properly, your flames will not burn 
anyone you don’t want them to.’ 


Zuko frowned thoughtfully, then asked, ‘So the fire won’t burn if it touches them?’ 


Pima shook her head. She looked up and bit her lip a bit before responding. ‘No. Better way 
to say it. Your fire won’t touch anyone you don’t intend to burn.’ 


She lit a fire between her hands and swirled it around them again, coming close to Zuko at 
times. She took his hand in hers. With the other, she twirled her hand at the wrist, and the 
fireball twisted around their arms, but never touched them. 


He almost flinched — but he fought the urge. Pima’s flame came close enough for him to feel 
the heat, but it never came close enough to burn. Not even once. She let go as she twirled her 
hands, manipulating the fire up into the air before it went out. 


This was like when the warriors had been trading that fireball off but on a much, much 
smaller scale. 


Zuko had vague memories of being at a festival where a man on a stage was manipulating 
fire and telling a story, maybe? He’d made a phoenix, and made it fly over the crowd and 
they cheered. 


(Zuko had thought it was so cool). 


But the man had held onto a thin string of fire as he controlled the phoenix. Pima hadn’t 
done that. 


‘Sozin’s style,’ Pima rolled her eyes, and Zuko tried not to balk. ‘Is flawed. Anger can be a 
good thing when you A-P-P-L-Y it important. Wanting good things. Right things. J-U-S-T-I- 
C-E for weak. And powers Fire. But angry all the time, is,’ Pima pointed to her head, ‘big 
tiring.’ 


She made a show of burying her face in her hands and collapsing to the ground. She stayed 
lying down as she added, ‘It’s hard, being angry all the time. Anger makes you snap and hurt 
and--’ her mouth formed a scream as she shot flames into the air. 


That made Zuko flinch back. Mostly in surprise instead of fear. 


Pima sat up again very dramatically. She ran her hand along the ground and left behind black 
scorch marks. 


‘Anger leaves scars, but it can be fixed sometimes.’ She took Zuko’s hand in hers and pointed 
at him. He glanced down at the burns on his wrists, resisting the urge to hide them. Not that 
he could do much of that. ‘Anger does this. People who let their anger control them — they do 
things that can’t be fixed even with saying many big sorry. Anger can destroy everything. 
You can say sorry many, many, many times, but sorry will not put the fires out, and take away 
the scars.’ 


Life lesson imparted, Pima then began, ‘Now, a few important things. Fire comes from the 
breath. Wind makes fire go’ Pima excitedly spread her arms again, “whoosh and ---!” 


Zuko just nodded along politely. Pima was making sound effects or something, which didn’t 
really mean anything to him. He did enjoy her funny faces, though. 


“Sozin’s style is,” she chopped one hand in the other a few times. She very much 
emphasized, “Wrong.” 


Pima said it easily. Twice. If she’d said that at the palace...she’d be... The Fire Lord was 
never wrong. He wasn’t supposed to be, at least. 


Zuko focused on her words. 


“Like this,” she chopped with her hand again, but in between each “chop” she slid her hand 
down her arm from her elbow towards her fingertips, “breathing in between, preparing and 
fueling your flames for the next strike.” 


She got serious again. ‘Next. Fire is life,’ Looking thoughtful, Pima added the sign for “fire” 
over her heart and made a heart-beating motion. ‘It’s very important. Big, big important deal 
for Firebenders.’ She looked at him meaningfully, as if there was a lot more to what she was 
saying. “Okay?” 


Zuko nodded, trying to make sure he kept up. 
‘Now, follow.’ Pima stood up. 
They moved in basic katas. 


Zuko got nervous when he stumbled during a move. He looked up at her guiltily and 
nervously. He remembered Hori, and how she lacked patience for his poor firebending. 


Pima just sort of frowned and gently gripped his arm and avoided his wrists and guided him. 
She tapped his feet with hers, and pointed at her feet to show him how he should be 
positioned. 


‘Watch,’ she performed the kata again. Slowly and purposefully. “Move like this,” she 
showed him. “Don’t do this, yoll--- fall.” 


She performed the kata and stumbled, much the same way he had. Once he realized what 
he’d been doing wrong, he succeeded in performing the kata. While it wasn’t perfect, he 
didn’t fall with only a slight stumble. 


Pima grinned and clapped her hands like his simple kata had been the most impressive thing 
ever. It made him blush, just a little. 


Gratefulness and relief that Pima was patient with him and didn’t get frustrated made Zuko 
feel more relieved than he ever thought possible. Being able to know what he was doing 
wrong and showing how to correct it made things much easier. 


When they sat down for a break, Pima was happily telling him her plan. 


“You have to strengthen your arms and legs,” Pima slapped at the indicated limbs, and 
smacked her stomach, “and your core.” 


‘Core?’ Zuko asked. People could call their stomach their core? 


Nodding happily, Pima waved at Zuko to watch her. She then did a sort of handstand as she 
pointed her toes straight towards the sky before flipping onto her feet. ‘There’s many big 
things you can do with strong--’ 


Pima slapped her stomach again. ‘And breathing! Learn to breathe! Like...’ Pima breathed in 
and out very exuberantly. ‘Wind feeds fire, and makes it spread, like--“ Pima faced away 


from Zuko and breathed in, her hands lifting up from her hips to her face. Flames shot into 
the air as she spread her arms out, and they vanished into the air. 


She really liked doing that a lot. 


“See?” she grinned widely at Zuko. ‘But not like the wind, you control your flames, where 
you want fire to go.’ 


Pima excitedly pulled Zuko with her. “Time for more training!” 


Zuko collapsed onto his bed that evening, completely physically, and mentally drained in 
ways he never experienced before. His body hurt in places he didn’t think was possible. He 
was starving, but felt too tired to eat. 


Uncle gave him a simple meal, but Zuko felt like a puppet on strings that barely functioned as 
he ate. Even Uncle’ tea was tolerable. 


He had to do all of this again tomorrow. 


Zuko groaned at the thought. 


Uncle seemed...distant? That was probably how to best describe him. He seemed to stare off 
at nothing, lately. He didn’t really pay attention to things, and was staring at a small cup that 
had been broken at one point, but then was put back together with gold fillings. Zuko 
couldn’t remember the name for that. 


Uncle pulled him aside, one day. He looked sad, and very serious. It was a combination Zuko 
didn’t like. “Nephew. I’m leaving.’ 


‘But my training isn’t done!’ 
‘I know, that’s why you’re staying here.’ Uncle said, and Zuko looked up at him. 


Was Uncle abandoning him? Was he not improving fast enough? Was Uncle disappointed in 
him? 


Uncle must have realized what he was thinking, because he quickly grabbed Zuko’s arms to 
reassure him and smiled gently before pulling back to sign, ‘I’m not leaving you — the Spirits 


have tasked me with something important. I’1] be coming back, I promise. I have things to 
take care of. I would never leave you. Not like that. Never like that.’ 


Zuko was relieved in a way he never thought he could be. Uncle ruffled his hair, and Zuko 
wiped at his eyes, trying not to cry. 


‘Finish your training with P-I-M-A while I’m gone, okay?’ 
Zuko nodded. 
A few days later, Uncle held him tightly in a hug. Zuko returned it. 


He watched Uncle leave on Tofu. He wondered what was so important that the Spirits wanted 
Uncle to take care of it. 


Pima and Kojin offered to take Zuko in while Uncle was off on his quest. It made sense 
because he was Pima’s student. Uncle was truly relieved and thankful, and also left behind 
schoolwork. 


Ew. 


Kojin flipped through Zuko’s schoolbooks and a few scrolls. 


He’d agreed to help teach the kid. Some guy named Toshio gave clear instructions so Zuko 
could have speech lessons. 


“You can talk?” Kojin asked rather bluntly. 


The expression he received from Zuko gave a clear indication that speaking was not going to 
be something they’d be doing. 


There was obvious fear, hesitancy, and a defensive glare in Zuko’s expression. Whatever 
made the kid apprehensive about something so simple — Kojin didn’t miss the way Zuko 
itched his shoulder. He’d seen the burn, and the idea that another person could use Fire like 
that — against a kid, no less, and if the kid was scared of using his voice... 


“Never mind, we don’t have to.” Kojin replied, not missing the look of relief on Zuko’s face. 
There were other subjects, anyway. 


Mainland Fire Nation curriculum was...interesting, to say the least. 


“This is all wrong. It’s so wrong, it’s offensive in more ways than one. What the hell are they 
teaching you kids?” Kojin asked mostly himself. He nearly tossed aside the books and scrolls 
he didn’t like. It?d make good kindling. He had plenty of his own scrolls, because Kojin 


loved history from all four nations. Before the Dragons had been hunted and the world was a 
more peaceful place, the Sun Warriors collected tomes from the other Nations. 


Their library wasn’t nearly as extensive as Won Shi Tong’s, but it held far more accurate 
information than what they were currently reading. 


“Let me tell you about rea/ Earth Kingdom history and the Legend of Chung Li-Yuen. 
Absolutely not this drivel.” 


Zuko looked up at him with a look of...well, an expression of mild confusion and being 
slightly entertained. 


The kid signed something. His eyebrows were furrowed. That meant he was asking a 
question. Right? Or was it the eyebrows up? 


Kojin didn’t remember which way it was. Yes/No questions were eyebrows up, and all others 
were furrowed? Of all the random details he could recall, this wasn’t one of them apparently. 


Accurate history lessons could wait. The kid’s hand-language took priority. 


Kojin scratched Sen’s head, and she grumbled contentedly. When his hand started to drift 
away, she nipped him and held onto his hand so that she could tuck her head into his palm. 
Zuko clearly spoiled the thing. 


‘Let’s do another round of signing — and use that book.’ Kojin suggested easily. ‘I’ll be your 
student for today. And then I'll tell you about Chung Li- Yuen.’ 


Sometimes, Kojin stopped Zuko to ask him what certain signs meant. The kid was more than 
happy to explain. 


Zuko didn’t complain as he read to Kojin “out loud”. 


The kid wrinkled his nose at the smell of fish bait in the small pot Kojin was carrying. 


‘Do I have to?’ Zuko asked with obvious reluctance when Kojin simply asked him to hand 
him some of the bait. An act that involved bare hands. 


“It’s not going to suddenly wiggle out of your hand.” Kojin raised a brow. “Guess you have 
too sensitive of a stomach. I understand.” 


Kojin was purposefully condescending, and he received the reaction he desired. 


Zuko defiantly stuck his hand into the bait and visibly tried not to react to the squishiness or 
the smell. He retrieved some for Kojin, and maybe the kid looked a little green. The truly 


valiant effort on his part was to be commended. 


Kojin showed Zuko how to properly gut a fish. Learning all the ways to prepare it could 
come later. The proverb of teaching a man to fish ran through the back of Kojin’s mind. He 
thought of all the ways a person could easily take advantage of someone like Zuko. 


The kid was definitely smart. He’d figure things out and muddle through life like the rest of 
them. 


But it’d be better if the kid knew how to do certain things on his own. The more things he 
learned, the easier it would be to take care of himself because Iroh wouldn’t always be there; 
and the kid would have to leave the ruins eventually. 


If he went out into the world, it’d be best if he were prepared for it. 


Zuko’s first attempt at gutting the fish was crooked and uneven. He might as well have 
skinned the fish on one side. 


Sen stuck her face into the middle of things and stole the lump of fish skin. 
‘Fish heads are delicious and help make you smart,’ Kojin told the kid. 
Zuko didn’t seem to believe him, but he didn’t argue. 

‘Ferret-foxes also love fish heads.’ 


He tossed one to Sen, who happily began playing with her meal. Wrapping herself around it 
and kicking it with her hind legs, while tossing it into the air. Good thing they were doing this 
outside. Pima wouldn’t have appreciated fish guts being spread around the kitchen. 


Kojin set down another fish for Zuko to cut again. Carefully, Kojin guided Zuko’s hand. They 
had plenty of fish to practice with. 


The kid looked proud upon gutting a fish that while it wasn’t perfectly even, it was close 
enough to accurate. 


One of the first things Zuko learned about his hosts was that they were weird. Pima and Kojin 
were always doing weird things. It was strange. 


Different? 


They kissed and snuggled their faces all the time. Public displays of affection was...was that 
even allowed? 


He learned that there was a difference between holding onto and clinging. Mother held onto 
Father’s arm at times; he’d seen it occasionally. But Pima clung to Kojin’s arm, with her 
pressing up against him to such an extent it was impressive that they didn’t topple over. 


When they’re at the house, Kojin also always touched Pima — he’d walk by and brush her 
shoulder. Or he’d sit with his arm around her. Or they’d sit and just hold hands. 


Zuko liked both of them, but he didn’t understand them. They’re nearly always just... 
touching. There didn’t seem to be a reason for it. Zuko had been able to connect the dots that 
his parents only ever had physical contact when they were in front of a crowd. His vague 
memories from before — his parents always looked so stiff like moving statues. Pima and 
Kojin were loose and smiled a lot. 


One day, Zuko walked into the kitchen and saw that both of them were talking — and looked 
angry about it. 


Kojin was pointing at Pima; and Pima looked the angriest Zuko had ever seen her. Kojin was 
visibly frustrated and looked towering and stiff. 


It was Pima who noticed him first. 
Kojin forced a smile. 


Zuko averted his gaze, not sure if he’d walked into something he shouldn’t have. Even 
though he hadn’t caught any of their words, he’d still interrupted something private. 


Pima didn’t say anything, but she gave Zuko some dried fish and told him to go upstairs — 
which was out on the roof — or to his room. He opted for the roof. 


Why were they fighting? A part of him worried it was because of him — Zuko had vague 
memories of his parents yelling. It involved him, sometimes. Actually, it was Father who 
yelled. 


The last fight his parents had was... Zuko distracted himself by counting his breaths. 
However long he sat out there, Zuko wasn’t sure. 


But Pima and Kojin came out on the roof together. They seemed happy. Not their full-face 
happy, but just relaxed. 


The couple sat on either side of Zuko — and both stole some of his dried fish. 
He somewhat pouted. 

‘Sorry you walked in on that,’ Kojin apologized for some reason. 

“You okay?’ Pima asked. 


Zuko just nodded. 


The fights his parents had were...not like Pima and Kojin’s? He searched for the various 
differences. One major thing was that both of them were sitting here together. 


Pima had clearly been crying, but she was smiling now. 
Kojin was here, and not locking himself away in the house somewhere. 
They both sat and laced their fingers together. 


As he sat there between the couple, Zuko wondered what made them so different. 


While they’re in the training yard, Kojin and Pima kiss in place of a “killing” blow. More 
than once. 


Gross. 


Zuko wanted to ask them...he wasn’t sure what the question was. Or how to even phrase it. 
They were just so different from his parents. 


They had their fight, and then they were back to normal. There wasn’t any tension between 
them, or the feeling of causing Kojin to lash out for stepping out of turn. 


‘Why do you do that?’ Zuko asked. He made a face, expressing his true opinion on the 
matter. “Kiss and stuff all the time?’ 


Pima put a hand to her chest and looked at Zuko with a soppy expression. 


‘Because we love each other,’ Pima said, which explained absolutely nothing and was soppy 
and annoying. 


Kojin laughed and poked Zuko’s forehead. 


Married people were really weird and confusing. 
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Iroh wasn t sure how much longer they would be here, but it would be nice to relax for a 
while. Maybe meditate. There were supposed to be a few Shrines here that he could visit. 


Iroh followed Chief Kaji after explaining his request to meditate, and if it would be alright to 
visit one of their Shrines. 


Chief Kaji didn’t ask questions, he simply nodded. 


He led Iroh through various twisted pathways in between the buildings and up a flight of 
stairs before they came to a stone round platform that had six pillars. Each pillar had an 
elaborate carving that depicted each of the Chakra paths. Atop each pillar was a glass stone; 
their colors representing the paths. 


There was abundant plant life all around them. Some of the plants were impossibly big, and 
others were out of season, and a few were not even native to the Fire Nation. It should have 
been impossible for them to grow here. There were even fully bloomed moon-flowers 
absolutely thriving in sunlight. 


“While it’s certainly not as strong as the North Pole, this should help.” Chief Kaji said, 
indicating the area around them. “This is one of the most Spiritual places in the ruins.” 


Iroh thanked the Chief, and after a silent nod, he left Iroh alone. 


Iroh sat down in the middle of the platform, and took a deep breath as he concentrated. 
Closing his eyes and trying to relax, it soon felt like he was sinking into himself while 
simultaneously floating. 


Iroh opened his eyes to a forest filled with trees that were as thick as the buildings in Caldera 
and even more numerous. The bark on the trees was twisted into unique patterns. The canopy 
above him was thick with leaf-filled branches that disappeared into a thick fog, making it 
impossible to tell how tall the trees truly were. 


Iroh then heard a whistle, and at first he assumed that it was just one of the many noises that 
surrounded him. But then he heard it again; high-pitched and musical. Searching for the 
source, he noticed a child — a girl with bird-like features. 


Actually, the only Human-like part of her was her face, though it had a beak. 


Her gold-tinted green feathers shimmered in the light, and she let out another musical lilt and 
waved to Iroh. She turned and took a few steps before looking back at him expectantly. 


Perhaps it wasn’t always the wisest idea to follow a Spirit, but he came here for answers. Bird 
Spirits were said to be the messengers of the Spirit World. He didn’t sense any malevolence 
from her, so it should be fine. 


“May I ask who you are?” Iroh asked as he followed after her. 


She let out varying whistling tones that was probably her name and he had no hope of 
repeating it. She flapped her wings and spun in a sort of dance; her feathers nearly resembled 
a regal gown. 


Iroh had no idea what she was saying, so he just nodded. “...I see. Lovely to meet you.” 
She nodded like he understood. 


Keeping track of time in the Spirit World was difficult, as there wasn’t really any night and 
day. Just patches of light and dark; even then, a person had to traverse to those specific areas. 
So Iroh had no idea how long they were walking. 


She led him to a tree that had a spiral staircase wrapped around it; the top of which 
disappeared into the tree branches and even the fog. Thankfully, there was a very sturdy 
looking railing. It was then Iroh noticed that the patterns in the tree bark were people’s faces; 
expressions twisted into shock, fear, and pain. Their features were far too distinct to be 
anything but natural. Iroh vaguely wondered what these people had done to end up here. 


Were they alive and aware of what was going on? Or were they simply there as a warning of 
sorts, forever frozen in time? Had this been the result of a malevolent Spirit who wanted to 


cause suffering? 


The girl whistled, interrupting Iroh’s thoughts as she flew up several stories before landing on 
the railing. She whistled again and waved one of her wings, as if reminding him to stick 
close. 


She wanted him to follow her...for how high? Iroh had never feared heights, but even just 
seeing how high the staircase was from below gave him a severe sense of vertigo. 


There was an impatient whistle, and the girl narrowed her eyes at him, looking critical. She 
made whistling sounds as she twirled a feathery hand into an upwards spiral. She pointed at 
Iroh, and made a tired sounding tune. She then made a sound that went high then low, her 
feathery-finger showing someone falling. She pointed to Iroh again, and made show of 
waking up. 


She pointed to Iroh again, and looked around as if she were lost and sad and old; and the tune 
indicated such, as she covered her eyes with her wings. She gave him a very purposeful 
disappointed look and shook her head. 


Iroh understood. He could always wake up — though — jumping off of a staircase wasn’t 
exactly something he wanted to do. He definitely didn’t want to continue through life living 
so detached. 


Well...no-one ever said that the path to wisdom was easy. He just wished that it didn’t 
involve a seemingly eternal staircase. So he started walking up the stairway. 


There came a point that Iroh refused to look down, especially when they reached the clouds, 
and he couldn’t see the ground anymore. Would the trial end the moment he leapt off and 
he’d wake up? Or would it be the more traditional way? How long would it take for him to 
hit the ground? Did real world physics apply to the Spirit World? 


Such intrusive thoughts were not welcome. 


The tree’s branches steadily began to become thicker and longer, reaching the other trees 
surrounding it; creating thick bridges that were like any other pathway. Iroh could only see 
trees and clouds, no matter where he looked. There were various other Spirits in the branches, 
but they merely glanced at Iroh before ignoring him. 


The girl finally indicated a branchy pathway coming off of the stairs. Iroh glanced upwards 
for a moment, seeing how much higher the staircase went. He briefly wondered where the 
stairs ended; if they ended at all. There were numerous pathways; countless even from what 
he could see. 


They took so many twists and turns, that it would be impossible for Iroh to find his way back 
alone. 


After a while, she led Iroh to a section of tree branches that wrapped around themselves, 
making a sort of structure. Iroh could hear soft singing from inside, sounding like hundreds 
of children’s voices. 


The girl went to the vine-covered entrance, moving them aside with a certain gracefulness 
and gestured with an elegant purple and pink colored wing that Iroh go first. 


“Thank you,” Iroh said politely. 


He walked in to see hundreds of bird-children, sitting throughout the trees, and light filtered 
through the roof. Their song was amazing. It was a choir of voices unlike anything he’d ever 
heard. It was jubilant, and sometimes sad, but it made him feel at ease. 


Iroh saw that a Pig Spirit was sitting very regally on a blue-green moss-covered tree stump 
that had been fashioned into a chair. He couldn’t help but feel slightly intimidated because 
height-wise, he figured that he only came up to the Pig Spirit’s waist — and that was with the 
Spirit sitting down. 


The Pig Spirit wore a fancy gold-and-emerald green hanbok; and had gem-infused gold rings 
on its tusks. A cloth with purple and violet beads and tassels covered his eyes. The Spirit had 
a decorative pipe in one of its surprisingly flexible hooves, and silver-blue smoke rose from 
it. The Pig Spirit’s silvery-white wings were splayed out, shining even in the shifting 
shadows. 


From his appearance alone, Iroh knew this was a Greater Spirit, so he bowed respectfully. 
Iroh waited until the Spirit acknowledged him and told him he could rise. 


Come have a drink...with me, Iroh, the Pig Spirit said, waving a hand to a cushy-looking 
cushion across from him. His voice was deep, deliberate, and soothing. Surely, you must be 
tired...after coming all this way. 


Iroh politely took a seat, facing the Spirit. He made sure to give a polite bow of thanks for the 
Spirit’s hospitality. It felt good to finally rest, and the cushion was more comfortable than 
anything he’d ever sat on before. He wasn’t sure if he should be concerned that a Great Spirit 
knew his name, and rejecting an invitation from a Great Spirit...never ended well for the 
invitee. 


Various bird-children flitted around them; as one set down a cup in front of Iroh, and another 
poured a clear, golden-tinted liquid into the cup. A few more bird-children were pouring a 
cup for the Pig Spirit, and he took up the cup once the liquid was poured. 


Iroh hesitantly stared at the cup’s contents. It shimmered with a curious golden glow, and the 
light of it reflected off of his hand. It could almost be a light source. Describing it as 
‘beautiful’ didn’t do it justice; that was far too simple a word. Growing up in the Fire Nation, 
Iroh had seen several hues of gold before; in the palace and in sunsets. This liquid, whatever 
it was, would have made all the gold in the palace look like dull copper in comparison. 


He wasn’t sure if it was wise to be accepting a drink from a Spirit. Humans have found 
themselves in nasty predicaments because they took a Spirit’s seemingly generous offer 
without thinking it through. 


Iroh held the cup but didn’t drink; because as the host and being his elder, custom dictated 
that the Pig Spirit took his drink first. 


“Thank you, for your hospitality, Great Spirit,” Iroh said, raising his cup. 


Of course. Thank you for coming...to see me today, Iroh, the Pig Spirit replied, raising his cup 
as well, and he took a drink. 


Iroh followed, only somewhat hesitantly. The liquid was unlike anything Iroh had ever tasted 
before. It was refreshing and tasted so sweet. It tasted like so many things — sweet sake, and 
jasmine tea, and cold water on a parched tongue in the middle of the desert all at once and 
separately. Yet, it was indescribable, because those simple terms didn’t do it justice. 


Iroh hadn’t realized how truly exhausted he was until he felt revitalization even in his bones. 
He didn’t think feeling something like that was even possible in the Spirit World, unless his 
physical body was there. 


“What is this?” Iroh asked in wonderment. 


Spirit Water from the Golden River...that follows the roots...of the Banyan that has spread... 
throughout the world...connecting all things. The Pig Spirit smiled serenely, the light glinted 
off of the golden jewelry on his tusks. The Origin of Life; that...which gives and restores. 


He had heard of the River, and had read accounts from those who claimed to have seen it; 
that it glowed a brilliant gold. Words and illustrations could never fully describe it. There 
were people who claimed to have tasted the River — yet again, their claims just couldn’t truly 
capture what it actually tasted like. That like him, they were so unfortunately vastly limited in 
describing its taste. Iroh could only say that those who actually described the taste in full 
detail had lied. 


Iroh wholeheartedly agreed, and made sure to thank his host yet again with a polite bow of 
his head. 


Ah. I should...introduce myself. The Pig Spirit said. 1 am Dwaeji. I see the world...in all its 
potential; as it could be; as it will be; and as it should be. 


A Spirit who could perceive the future? 


“So...you knew I would be coming, then...?” Iroh could only assume; asking the obvious as 
he tried to figure out why Dwaeji would invite him here. Even going so far as to give him 
water from the Golden River. 


It was unnerving and disheartening, that his presence was even expected in the first place. 


Hmm, Dwaeji nodded and released a puff of blue-tinted smoke through his nose. The sight 
made him look especially eerie. J Anew you would come...seeking answers, someday. You are 
lost...adrift. Dwaeji tilted his head. Even though he was blindfolded, Iroh felt the Spirit’s 
eyes on him. ...Like a ship lost at sea. 


Having his own words paraphrased to him was mildly disconcerting. Still, he responded with 
some hesitance. “Yes...” 


What are you seeking? 


He didn’t have an answer. 


What was his purpose now that he no longer had a son a claim to the throne? Where was he 
supposed to go from here? Once Zuko finished training with Pima, what else was there? 


“T don’t even know.” Iroh admitted. 


Seeking answers when...you are lost leads to true self-discovery, but...you already know the 
answer...to the question. 


“Do I?” Iroh stared at his empty cup. “It certainly doesn’t seem like it.” 


Apathy. That’s what he felt most days. Was there even a purpose anymore? If it wasn’t for 
Zuko, he would have holed himself away somewhere in the Fire Nation far away from 
everything and everyone to wallow in his misery and guilt. 


“T don’t know what I want, not really. It feels like I no longer have a purpose, and I’m just... 
existing.” It felt like he didn’t deserve any of what he had, no matter how meager. That this 
life wasn’t worth living anymore. All of it was just a distraction from the painful truth he 
didn’t want to face. His voice was a whisper. “I thought I knew my destiny. That it was 
guaranteed. But...I — I lost everything.” 


He looked down in shame and tried not to think of Ba Sing Se, and how his glorious 
campaign had ended in loss and shame. 


Why...would it have been...a guarantee? Dwaeji asked. 


Iroh did think it was a bit odd that Dwaeji asked the question, and the soft tone of the Spirit’s 
voice was only mildly disconcerting. But he answered anyway. “I had a vision from the 
Spirits of conquering the impenetrable city of Ba Sing Se, but it...ended in tragedy. For so 
many.” 


You had a vision? Dwae}ji sighed, he fiddled with his pipe for a moment before biting on the 
stem. He took the pipe out and tapped the stem thoughtfully against his knee. Finally, he 
continued, 


The unfortunate thing about you Humans...is that you tend to interpret Spirit-given visions to 
align...with your personal goals, instead of... viewing them objectively. 


What was he saying? Iroh jerked to look up at Dwaeji. 
What was your vision...that made you...so sure you would conquer Ba Sing Se? 


There was that odd tone in his voice, again. It wasn’t malevolent, or anything of the sort. But 
Iroh loathed how it sounded. 


“T saw Ba Sing Se with Fire Nation banners, surrounded by fire.” Iroh tried to recall. “I was 
leading an army.” 


From what he recalled, it had been a mix of shadowy figures and Fire Nation soldiers; the 
soldiers flickering in and out, like a wavering flame. 


Dwaeji nodded, looking solemn. He looked thoughtful as he tapped his pipe again and his 
wings shifted. He sighed, and somehow sounded weary. 


... You will still conquer that great city...your previous attempt just...wasn t the right time for 
your victory. 


Wait. 


Everything came to a halt. That...that vision. The one he’d received when praying to the 
Spirits for council... 


He’d celebrated when he received it, and whole-heartedly thanked Agni and the Spirits. His 
men had celebrated and praised Agni when he’d told them. 


They had trusted him. 
And he had killed them. 
Iroh took in a shaky breath, trying to steady himself. 


The vision that made him so sure of his victory — the one that killed Lu Ten — because he had 
seen himself as the victor. He had interpreted those flames surrounding the Fire Nation 
symbol as a promising Sign from the Spirits — that they were granting the answers to his 
prayers — guaranteeing him — 


They had mislead him. 
The vision, along with his emotions, come crashing down with the realization. 


“You mean it was all for nothing?!” Iroh demanded, rising to his feet, and his cup shattered 
in his hand from squeezing it too hard, and he let the pieces fall. He’d be spewing fire right 
now if he could. “I sent so many men and women to their deaths! My own son was among 
them! I killed Lu Ten because I thought--!”” 


Tears began rolling down his cheeks. He wouldn’t have pushed so hard and had been so 
insistent if he had simply known. If he had known, he would have given up long before there 
was so much loss. He would have taken returning home in shame instead of returning home 
in shame and without a son. 


All of them; the men and women he’d had under his command - their blood completely 
covered his hands all because the Spirits gave him an ill-timed vision. 


“Why?! I was so sure that it was my destiny, and it just wasn’t meant to be-?!” his breath 
hitched painfully. “It wasn’t the right Agni-damned time?!” 


Dwaeji just looked at him somberly as he yelled, not interrupting. It would have felt better if 
Dwaeji reacted in any other way than with sympathy. If only Dwaeji had yelled, and scolded, 


and demanded respect, but he didn’t. If only Dwaeji was insulted, and punished Iroh for his 
insolence, but he didn’t. 


Iroh wanted to yell, be angry, curse, and argue. So he was, and he did. 
And Dwaeji simply did not give him that fight. 


“T thought it was supposed to be my victory!” Iroh’s bitter voice echoed in the trees around 
them; he didn’t even recognize his own voice. It was then that he noticed the bird-children 
had stopped their singing, and were all watching him. He could see the sad, pitying looks in 
their eyes. 


Dwaeji stil] said nothing, except let Iroh continue. 


“Why didn’t the Great Spirits interfere?! You can see the future, you’re a Great Spirit! You 
could have done something! You should have!” 


Dwaeji seemed to be considering him before finally responding. 


What reason would...I have to interfere...in Human affairs? Would you...have listened...to 
me even if... had? 


Because...Iroh knew that Dwaeji had no reason to tell him he was wrong back then. And he 
had to admit to himself that even if Dwaeji had come to him, ashamedly, he would not have 
listened. He would have wanted to challenge the claim; wanting to prove that he could 
conquer even Spirits. Such arrogance had been his downfall even without a Spirit. 


We normally stay...out of Human affairs, considering circumstances... Most of the time. 
Dwaeji shook his head. 


Sometimes a Greater Spirit...will select a person...to carry out a purpose...for the betterment 
of the world. But with the Avatar away...the world is askew...the Spirits are now 
interfering ...with Humans more...than ever before. 


Your Human ’s war...has caused imbalance. Anger and suffering...ravages the land. Those 
with no accountability...exploit the helpless and weak. 


People...entire towns are getting spirited away...gone to the fog-filled valleys...and 
shadowed forests forever. Lesser Spirits and dark creatures ...are becoming more active... 
have nothing to fear. 


Greater Spirits feel...that they have to get involved; pulling people in... This means involving 
normal people...like yourself...leaving you to flounder. 


That only increased the bitter feeling in Iroh. 


“So you feel like you can get involved?” he failed to not let harsh bitterness seep into his 
tone. He couldn’t help it. It wasn’t good enough, for him. Why did Dwaeji choose now of all 
times to get involved? 


Dwaeji tilted his head as if considering Iroh. 


I make a point to sit back...and observe. I foresaw...yvour arrival here...so I have reason...to 
be involved. Now...here you are. This is where... you are currently meant to be. 


Iroh let out a quiet breath. He was still bitter. 


“Please, tell me then, why I am here.” The sarcasm seeped from his voice like thick sludge. 
“Why the Spirits are moving now, when they’ve been ignoring us? Why do they--?” 


Iroh took in a shaky breath. 

“Why would they toy with my life like this?” 

We know...what must be done. Trying to restore...the world’s balance. 
Dwaeji frowned, just a little. 


Spirits may Curse, Bless, Choose, and Claim... Guiding Humans in certain circumstances... 
the Avatar cant be...everywhere at once. 


The Avatar has always been...the world’s counterweight. Spirits do not...always have to... 
take such drastic actions. But Humans...are predictable fools. The actions of fools...has built 
a faulty foundation...upon which your world rests...and it is doomed to fall...wreaking havoc 
in the process. 


Dwaeji shifted his wings, and his feathers glinted a whitish-silver in the light. 


Iroh took a moment to think about what Dwaeji had told him. Normal Humans could never 
hope to measure up to the Avatar. They didn’t have the luxury of consulting hundreds of past 
lives to call upon and to seek wisdom when it came to visions. They couldn’t communicate 
with Spirits and in turn tell Humans what the Spirits wanted and needed. 


It was up to the individual to figure out what they meant. But that was a difficult thing. 
Human logic and Spirit logic were as different and vast as snow and sand were. 


Except Iroh had been so dedicated to his Nation — that when he consulted the Spirits for 
guidance, he hadn’t even considered the vision to be anything else but sure victory. He’d 
pressed forward — in spite of the losses, in spite of Lu Ten questioning his decisions, in spite 
of everything, for 600 days because he had seen his victory. It had been so foolish to press 
forward. 


“Why did Lu Ten have to pay the price for my mistake?!” 


There is not a satisfactory answer...I could give you that you would not...have an argument 
against, Iroh. Dwaeji said quietly. It was true, Iroh knew. Because he’d already argued with 
himself plenty of times and always lost. 


Iroh collapsed back into his seat, and his shoulders racked with sobs. This was unfair. It was 
not the answer he wanted; it wasn’t even an answer at all. 


Dwaeji sat back and let him cry. 
The bird-children did not sing. 
When Iroh felt that he had no tears left to give, he asked, ““Was my son always meant to die?” 


... cannot say. Dwaeji replied after a moment. J do not see...the branching possibilities of... 
the past. I simply see the world...with all its endlessly...shifting possibilities; but not 
always...the people who are in it. Someone else...always steps up...willingly or not... 


Iroh felt tired again, and his soul was numb. 


He’d believed his destiny was something else entirely, and the outcome was a personal 
nightmare that he couldn’t seem to overcome. 


Lu Ten had tried standing up to him, arguing desperately against Iroh’s plans. *What does a 
child know?* Iroh had so foolishly thought, with complete disregard of what his son was 
saying. So he shut down any arguments Lu Ten may have had. 


Out of respect for him as his General and his father, Lu Ten stopped trying. Iroh remembered 
how Lu Ten’s eyes flashed in defiance and anger, but admirably held himself back. How Lu 
Ten bowed so stiffly and formally; nothing like how they normally were together. 


What had Lu Ten been trying to tell him back then? One of his (many) biggest regrets was 
that he would never know. That their last conversation was one of dissention. If he could go 
back, Iroh would actually /isten. But the reality of it was that he couldn’t. So he was 
determined not to make that same mistake again. 


He thought of Zuko, who was slowly opening up to him. Iroh was learning from him — a man 
never stopped learning; and children could teach lessons to adults even without words. 


Iroh couldn’t help but keep thinking of * What if...* 
Iroh looked up at Dwaeji, considering. “Why exactly did you invite me here, today?” 


Dwaeyji’s voice turned grave. The Great Spirits...are not pleased...with Sozin 8 line...they 
have decided to act. You must warn Ozai...for mercy...is not always limitless. 


Iroh looked at Dwaeji with wide-eyes. “A warning? I’m not sure how much my brother 
believes in the Spirits — or at least, if he even believes in them, I can’t say that he considers 
the consequences.” Iroh shook his head. “Ozai won’t listen to me. He hasn’t for years.” 


Do you believe...he does not deserve...the opportunity...to change his fate? 


“What’s the warning?” Iroh asked with slowly growing trepidation. He had many more 
questions, but that seemed the most pertinent one. 


A potential future...that is becoming further set...in stone if action is not taken. 


Dwaeji reached up to his blindfold, and pushed it up to reveal a set of three eerily milky 
white eyes. Iroh felt drawn into them; as if he were being pulled and peeled away from 
himself with feathery-sharp fingers. 


—*_ 


—A comet shot across a crimson red sky as incredible, impossibly large flames scorched the 
land — an enraged roar sounded as a woman with flaming hair took the place of the comet — 
she looked vaguely familiar (Iroh couldn’t place her) — the woman stood before a crowd - an 
army of Fire Nation soldiers — there were a few others there, not in armor — surrounded by 
burning destruction — she towered over them with her great height, her voice was filled with 
indignant rage that echoed around them and exuded unquestionable authority, 
“....am Agni’s Judgement for his Blessed abusing his Divine Gift and my power--!” 


— She yelled more, but that was cut off — She raised her arm up into the air; in her black- 
rock-like gauntleted hand was a small sun that glowed with fierce intensity — the energy in 
her hand warped and wrapped like a tumultuous whirlpool. 


Hundreds of Firebenders-no, thousands-screaming as their skin turned ashy gray and their 
Fire left them-Agni’s Gift, their very Life, left them — loyal soldiers of the Fire Nation 
collapsed where they stood — they were only following orders — 


—*_ 


Iroh gasped, somehow feeling physical pain. Nausea twisted his stomach in horror. He 
thought that he was going to vomit, and it took a few minutes for his mind to remember that 
he couldn’t. 


“W-what...what?” Iroh had tears in his eyes again from the shear intensity of the vision. 
“What was...who was that?” 


Agni and Svaha's Daughter...her arrival is imminent. Dwaeji said solemnly. That is the 
fate...awaiting the Fire Nation...if they do not veer...from the path of destruction...they are 
currently on. 


Iroh tried to recall his research on the Spirits. 


“Who is she?” Iroh asked again, much firmer. Maybe even desperately. He probably could 
have been a little more polite about it; but considering that vision, any respect he may have 


held didn’t seem that imperative. 
You already know her. 
“How can I?!” Iroh demanded. “Which Spirit is Agni’s Judgement?! She-!”” 


Iroh stopped, trying to think. Dwaeji said her arrival was imminent...and that he knew her. 
That she was the Daughter of two Great Spirits. She was angry about her power being 
abused... The comet and the red sky...was it...? It was that time...? 


“She’s the Comet.” Iroh realized. He desperately tried not to think of Firebenders turning 
gray and cold. 


Yes, Dwaeji said. Agni is not pleased...with his Blessed. Svahad mourns...what her people 
have become. Chantico 8 pride has...been ultimately insulted. 


Iroh shook his head. “How am I even supposed to stop something like this? How can anyone 
prevent something like this from happening?” 


... You must warn Ozai...Chantico approaches... What could be...creeps ever closer...to what 
will be. Jf the Moon falls in the North...Svaha will remove her...Blessing, to harshly remind... 
what the world...used to be. 


“...Her Blessing?” 


Her people have forgotten... Have taken Svaha’s sacrifice for granted. Her own people have 
slaughtered...her children for...fame and glory. They have forgotten...meaning of Fire. 


“What can I even do?” Iroh desperately asked. 


Guide those who are lost...searching. Show them...the world that is...truly supposed to be. It 
is...a fighting chance... 


“Great Spirit,” Iroh said, “I must confess I don’t even know where to even start.” 


This time, Dwaeji reached forward with his wing, and touched Iroh’s forehead. He saw an 
ocean, and a mountain range somewhere in the Earth Kingdom; nearby — a town was at the 
base of it — Iroh had the feeling that was where he was supposed to go...but Dwaeji offered 
up nothing else. 


One more thing, Dwaeji nodded to one of the bird children, and he came forward with an 
egg-shaped vial that was filled with water from the Golden River. Your nephew bears...a 
tremendously...heavy burden...no one should...ever have to face. Give that to...him on the 
day he leaves...he’ll know when...its the right...time to use it. 


That was a rather odd thing to say, wasn’t it? 


“Surely his deafness isn’t that big of an issue.” Iroh said with some mild disbelief. Why 
would Dwaeji even bring it up? 


Dwaeji didn’t really say anything, other than a quiet hum. Iroh knew when he wasn’t going to 
get an answer, even though it bothered him. Spirits were far too fickle with what they were 
and weren’t willing to elaborate. 


“What if I fail him, too?” Iroh asked instead, because that was a genuine fear. 


But he didn’t receive an answer. 


Iroh opened his eyes and found himself sitting in the physical world once again. He looked 
down in his lap, and there was his cup; pieced back together with mysteriously shimmering 
gold. The vial was in his other hand. He wondered at first how something like this was 
possible, before he simply decided to stop questioning it and accept that it had happened. 


The glow from the vial was even more obvious in the physical world. The fact that Dwaeji 
had given it to him for Zuko... It confirmed Iroh’s belief that the Spirits were moving in 
Zuko’s favor. But what did Dwaeji mean about Zuko bearing a heavy burden? 


Iroh tucked these objects away and made his way back to the house. 


He could not stop seeing his countrymen turning ashen gray. The screams, cries and panic. 
His family, being at the center of it all, had gotten the Spirits’ attention. A dark part of him 
wondered if that was why Lu Ten had been killed — punishing Iroh for his personal misdeeds. 


He couldn’t think about that right now. He had to focus on the task at hand; it was a welcome 
distraction. 


Borrowing some paper and charcoal, he sketched out the landscape of what he remembered 
from what Dwaeji had shown him. Unfortunately, Iroh didn’t recognize the place. 


Staring at the cup, Iroh kept thinking back to Dwaeji’s warning. The Fire Nation was in 
trouble, but how would he even get Ozai to listen to reason? Especially if it was coming from 
Iroh. Iroh could be telling Ozai that the sky was overcast, and Ozai would just say that the 
sky was blue and leave it at that. 


He’d have to leave soon. Of course, when he told Zuko this — Iroh’s heart broke because 
Zuko thought that Iroh was abandoning him. 


He swore up and down that he wasn’t leaving Zuko behind indefinitely. Iroh wished he had 
something precious to give to Zuko for safekeeping just so he’d have some sort of physical 
promise of Iroh’s return. But Iroh hugged Zuko tight and did his best to assure him that his 
leaving wasn’t permanent. 


Because he was her student, Pima offered up her home for Zuko to stay in. 


“Listen to Pima and Kojin,” Iroh listed all the things Zuko needed to do. “Make sure to keep 
up with your studies, eat your veggies, and remember your basics...” 


The list of things Zuko needed to do seemed extensive. Zuko huffed, a little. 


Iroh asked the couple to look after the vial, which both of them swore that they would. He 
could tell how seriously they were going to take it just from their expressions alone. 


“Zuko likes spicy food; he also likes natto.” he told them. “He likes stories, though, history 
and politics don’t seem to be favorite subjects. He’s a smart boy. Zuko also likes animals.” 


Iroh took in a breath. 


Iroh felt that a part of him didn’t know Zuko nearly as well enough as he would have liked. 
He tried to think of all of Zuko’s little eccentricities. “He needs to remember to always pay 
attention when he’s somewhere with a crowd so he doesn’t get tripped over and get hurt. He 
can lip-read well enough, but he gets overwhelmed by it. He’s more comfortable having 
another person there at night when he goes to bed — he won’t admit it, though.” 


He gave the couple the schoolbooks and scrolls. 


“Please be patient with him, he can be...” Iroh didn’t want to say ‘difficult’. “A challenge, at 
times.” 


He didn’t mind it. 


“As any child would be, I imagine.” Pima said with a laugh. “Papa could tell you stories for 
days about me.” She frowned thoughtfully, “Maybe complain more about me than anything 
else. I was a handful of a fire child.” 


“Tt’s just one kid, how hard could it be?” Kojin asked with a shrug. “He’s like what, ten? 
Almost eleven? That’s self-reliant enough. No nappies is a bonus, really.” 


Pima rolled her eyes but she smiled amusedly and didn’t disagree. 
Iroh also left them an assortment of his personal tea blends as thanks. 


He waved goodbye to Zuko, and turned back briefly. He almost changed his mind. This had 
to be done, so Iroh gave Tofu an encouraging tap to run. 


Spending his days without Zuko there made things a tad stressful. He didn’t have his usual 
distraction. 


Iroh kept going over what Dwaeji had told him; analyzing every bit of the conversation. 


The Fire Nation was in trouble — if something wasn’t done — that potential future was slowly 
turning from a “could be to a will be”. There had to be something they could do to stop it — 
except... 


Iroh considered dethroning Ozai, except...he couldn’t. He had no heir and no claim; even so, 
Zuko wasn’t a suitable heir. And Azula...she was very much like Ozai; clearly favored 
because of her ruthlessness and skill. She might take issue with Iroh killing her father. 


A man who claimed his throne through such underhanded means... Iroh would be just like 
Ozai. Besides, if the Royal Family was squabbling for the Dragon Throne, that could result in 
a civil war. They didn’t need that; especially now. 


Several of the Lesser Spirits passed by him, and Iroh noticed just how eerily peaceful it was 
here, in the Wilds. He felt a strange calmness among them. Normally, Iroh would pray that 
they’d grant him safe passage; that the troublemakers among them would leave him alone. 


He strangely felt no need for that. 


Iroh had to take a very round-about way to reach an entirely different port that only had a few 
shacks to house its residents. He hired a fisherman to take him to the next island over. 


When he finally reached a more bustling port, Iroh showed his rudimentary sketch to the 
various sailors who passed through there. No-one seemed to know it. 


Meanwhile, he wrote several drafts of a letter to Ozai. Iroh knew he had to go about this 
carefully. Directly claiming it was a vision from a Great Spirit would do no good. Neither 
would claiming some omen that he’d heard from a fortune teller. 


So Iroh’s letter involved seeing the small cracks in the Fire Nation, and what they desperately 
needed to do to repair them. It took effort to think of things that Ozai would care about 
enough; it was mixed in with things he’d probably overlook. 


Iroh didn’t send the letter right away, because he didn’t think his warning was enough. He’d 
build up to it; saying that it was something he discovered on his travels. 


On the fifth day of asking, a woman took a look at it and frowned for a moment before 
saying, “It looks like Zhuangzi. I recognize that mountain range.” 


“If you would be so kind, as to direct me towards someone who could take me there, I’d be 
most grateful.” 


As Iroh sat with the merchants on their vessel; they fondly spoke of the families and lovers 
they’d left behind. 


Iroh was able to tell them some about Zuko, and that he was currently staying with his 
firebending teacher. 


“Oh, so the crown prince is studying elsewhere,” one of the men said. “I heard he died.” 


One of his companions none-too-subtly kicked his leg hard. The man whined and muttered 
under his breath as he massaged his leg, all while glaring at the one who kicked him. 


There was no offense taken. Just an acceptance of the situation for what it was. 


Iroh didn’t know if he should correct people’s assumptions; or if he should just let them 
continue believing and circulating rumors. If people knew the truth, they would probably pity 
Zuko — he didn’t need that. On the other hand, some people would view having a deceased 
crown prince and a flawed crown prince as a bad omen for the Royal Family and the Fire 
Nation. Even if Zuko wasn’t in line for the throne anymore. 


So Iroh kept silent about the rumors, and just chuckled as he expertly deviated from that 
subject and turned it towards something mundane. 


That night, as Iroh looked up at the sky, he saw Lesser Spirits lazily floating through the air — 
they looked like fireflies. How could he see them this far outside of the Wilds? Was it 
because he had drank water from the Golden River? No-one else reacted to them. 


The Lesser Spirits consisted of an entire spectrum of colors, but were dull. Sort of like a gray 
film was pulled over them. 


He didn’t really think anything of that small fact, as his mind was elsewhere. He didn't have 
time to dwell on such things. 


The further he got from the Fire Nation, the brighter, more energetic and more numerous the 
Lesser Spirits became that floated through the air. Now that he really paid attention and 
noticed such a previously overlooked detail...that wasn’t good, was it? 


It was a symptom of something bigger. 


It took several weeks, and riding on different merchant vessels with the occasional Fire Navy 
ship before he reached Zhuangzi. 


The town was actually several miles away from the coast, with little to no Fire Nation 
influence. There were definitely signs of Fire Nation presence, but it wasn’t enough to say 
that it was occupied. 


As Iroh rode towards Zhuangzi, he came upon a man sitting in the road. The man was several 
years older than he was, and it seemed that he was in a bit of trouble. His crutch’s leg was 


broken; and if his twisted foot was anything to go by, he couldn’t walk easily without the 
assistance of his cane. 


Iroh quickly stopped to help him. The man wasn’t injured, thankfully. He’d only been sitting 
there for around half-an-hour to rest as he slowly made his way back to town. He informed 
Iroh of this so casually; like he was talking about the most humdrum of inconveniences. Like 
an easily removed pebble from his shoe. 


The sun was still harsh, even in this area of the Earth Kingdom. The man looked exhausted, 
and was probably dehydrated. 


“T was making my way back when my crutch broke in a rat-rabbit hole,” the man explained. 
“Didn’t have anything to patch it with easily.” 


Quickly, Iroh gave the man a bit of food while they waited for water to boil for tea. Iroh had 
spark rocks on hand for situations such as these. 


The man asked in good humor, “Might I have the name of my savior?” 
Iroh introduced himself as “Mushv’’. 
After a hacking cough, he introduced himself as “Zhou”. 


Iroh pulled out his cups. Because he’d had to travel light, he only had two cups with him; his 
regular teacup and the one he’d gotten from Dwaeji. He’d used his regular teacup earlier, and 
hadn’t had a chance to properly clean it. 


It felt improper to give a stranger a used teacup, so he ended up giving Zhou the other one. 
Zhou stared at the cup wide-eyed. “Oh...oh, my...” 

His expression was odd. “This is...” 

“Apologies,” Iroh quickly tried to explain himself for possibly insulting this stranger. 


“Oh? No...no...1’m not insulted. Not at all.” Zhou said, and he took a drink. “This is fine tea. 
I just...” he coughed harshly again. “I...I had a vision from the Spirits that I would pass on 
my teachings to someone who offered me a drink in a Aintsugi cup.” 


“.. Teachings?” 


Zhou nodded. “I strive to show people the world as it should be. The moon orchid does not 
bloom without the patient gardener lovingly tending to it.” 


Zhou smiled, looking contemplative and almost sad. “Perhaps we should further this 
discussion at my house, if you would be so inclined, Mushi.” 


He looked at Iroh, almost as if he knew that ““Mushi” was not his actual name. 


Iroh bowed, and properly introduced himself his former title and all right then and there — 
which was also an apology. Would this man even welcome the Dragon of the West into his 
home? 


This revelation just seemed to cause Zhou to smile and find amusement where Iroh could see 
none. 


As Iroh lifted Zhou up, he used Iroh’s shoulder as support. Tofu stuck her nose into Zhou’s 
chest, her tongue flicking in and out and she snuffled around his clothing. 


“Sorry,” Iroh apologized with a smile as he gently pushed Tofu’s nose away. “My nephew 
often has food hidden in his pockets for her.” 


He thought of Zuko absolutely trying and failing not to look guilty for sneaking Tofu bits of 
meat and fruit. (Lemango was her favorite fruit; eel-pig was her favorite meat.) 


Zhou smiled even more, as if remembering something from way back when. Iroh knew that 
look, because he’d had it himself more than once as of late. 


“That’s quite alright.” 


Zhou was able to mount Tofu easily enough, and he rode behind Iroh as he directed him 
where to go. 


Zhou needed a few minutes to rest after they reached his home. He coughed especially hard 
into a cloth, and there was blood on it when he was finally able to breathe again. 


“T’m dying, you see.” Zhou explained. “The people in my organization--“ 


Zhou was cut off with another harsh cough, he continued as if it were nothing when he was 
done. 


“T’ve been wondering, meditating on who I should pass my wisdom on to. I wanted someone 
who truly benefitted from it — absolutely needed it. | don’t exactly have the luxury of time to 
wait much longer.” 


Zhou swished out his mouth with some water, spit it into a bucket by his chair, and sat back. 
Iroh could hear him wheezing softly from where he sat across the table. 


“Your organization?” Iroh echoed, curiously. 
“Allow me to tell you about the White Lotus.” 


The White Lotus strived for peace and balance from the shadows. It was not about credit or 
recognition, or rising through ranks using nefarious and political means. They were a 
foundation and pillars that had openly supported the Avatar for a millennia. 


The White Lotus was there to support those seeking sanctuary from their enemies. They 
sought for peace and supported benevolent Rulers however they could. 


But then Sozin had declared the White Lotus terrorists for supporting the Avatar; and their 
numbers dropped drastically as they were hunted down. They were forced into hiding and 
existing only in the shadows. The war had caused such a severe imbalance; along with the 
disappearance of the Avatar; the Spirits; both Light and Dark, started becoming increasingly 
active. 


“Alas, Spirits, no matter how well intentioned, are too far outside of Human affairs to fully 
and truly understand us. Time flows differently for them. They are as natural as the changing 
of the seasons, but they bring about severe storms more often than not.” 


Everything was absolutely opposite of the Fire Nation’s doctrines. It could be considered 
heresy. It was heresy. If anyone openly followed such principles in the Fire Nation, they’d be 
arrested for treason. Be made examples of for such radical idealism. Or...they’d just 
disappear, as if they never even existed. 


Such thoughts were dangerous. People would shut down such conversations immediately for 
fear of being seen and overheard. They would pray that the Fire Lord did not read their 
minds. If he did, maybe he’d show them mercy for not continuing the conversation. 


People would turn in their own neighbors and family members if they thought there was a 
slight whisper of rebellion. 


It went against everything Iroh had ever been taught. 


The Four Nations were both separate and equal; one could not exist without the others. If one 
overbalanced the others, there was destruction. All is One; One is All, a very basic principal 
that Zhou believed in. 


“But...2’m not sure I’m the right man for this,” Iroh argued. “Considering who my family is, 
why would anyone even listen to me?” 


“That’s what makes you perfect for the job,” replied Zhou. “You have seen what destruction 
has done, and have suffered from it. You have regrets. You are willing to learn, are you not? 
You know how people think, be able to empathize, and can show them the truth. 


“A man who is able to admit his own failings passes on his hard-earned wisdom to his 
children.” 


Zhou nodded sagely. “People have been living in willful and bitter ignorance for far too long. 
But we cannot force our views on anyone. We can simply guide and show them; through 
loving-kindness, patience, and grace.” 


Such concepts were so foreign to Iroh. His strict parents embodied none of those traits. If 
they did, those things were earned, and not freely given. He hardly understood such things 
himself; but he’d wanted to give what he’d seen in others and lacked himself. When he had 


Lu Ten — and now Zuko, he’d much rather have laughter and smiles; instead of fear and 
anger. 


“Where do we even start?” Iroh finally asked. 
“How about over a game of Pai-Sho?” Zhou asked with a smile. “It’s more than just a game.” 


Iroh hoped that this would save the Fire Nation from its potential fate. It seemed that Dwaeji 
was giving him a fighting chance, and he was not one to look a gift-ostrich-horse in the 
mouth. He intended to use whatever tools at his disposal. 


Weeks went by, and it was becoming increasingly evident that Zhou was dying. He was 
becoming exhausted more frequently, and needed to rest for longer periods of time. He was 
coughing up blood at increasing intervals. The Earth Kingdom Healers could not do much of 
anything but give him medicine to dull the pain. 


Zhou hated taking it, because it made it hard to focus and it made him forgetful at times. It 
was the only thing he complained about — though even that was lighthearted gallows humor. 


On a day that it was raining so hard, all the residents of Zhuangzi basically had their own 
lake-front property; Iroh told Zhou about his 600 day siege, and about Lu Ten. About the 
destiny he thought was his. The warning from Dwaeji ended up getting thrown in as well. 


“Sometimes, it takes something painfully drastic to get a person’s attention off of the destiny 
they thought they were heading for. Often at so great a cost.” Zhou told him quietly. He 
wheezed a bit before continuing, “But what parent wants to be told that their child died for 
some greater purpose no matter the good it brings about?” 


“What good is it when Lu Ten isn’t here to enjoy the end result?” Iroh whispered bitterly just 
loud enough to be heard over the rain. 


“Tt’s truly painful when a parent outlives their child.” Zhou’s tone showed that he understood 
Iroh completely. “The world continues moving even when ours has seemingly stopped. The 
past is important, yes; but it should be a place you learn from; not a place to reside in.” 


“How did you manage it?” Iroh asked, fighting back tears but failing. 


“Time and support. Willingness to accept help when it is offered.” Zhou smiled, looking 
serene in a way that Iroh envied. “Knowing that while I am separated from my loved ones in 
this life, I will see them again in the next. It may take a few years, but we will always cross 
paths again one day.” 


Iroh wanted that sort of peace. He wondered if he would ever truly find it. 


There were various texts that Iroh read from the Four Nations; and he began to understand 
how each of them were separated and intricately connected. That separation was merely an 
illusion. 


There were feelings of guilt, because of what his Nation had stolen. He began to understand 
what needed to be done. The world needed to be repaired; and it would take time to heal what 
a hundred years’ worth of war had wrought. 


It could not be just a simple bandage on the festering wound; it would take people from the 
Three Nations working together as whole. That would be slow going, but perhaps their 
children and grandchildren could grow up knowing peace. 


A few months later, Iroh’s lessons were complete. A day later, Zhou passed in his sleep. 
There was a funeral, and it seemed like the entire town was in attendance. He had no blood 
family to speak of. 


The people wore mourning clothes; and avoided bright greens and yellows. They stuck with 
the darker colors. A few more wore white and pink combinations because Zhou was near 
ninety years old. He’d lived a long life, and that was cause for celebration. 


Loud music was played, and the tune almost seemed too happy for what was a somber 
occasion. But it was to keep any Dark Spirits away who might be attracted to the negative 
emotions and death. 


The crowd bowed three times; out of respect for Zhou’s benevolent wisdom. 
Iroh left the kintsugi cup in Zhou’s casket. It was more his cup than Iroh’s, anyway. 


It was as thanks for patiently guiding him for so long, and giving him a wonderful 
opportunity. 


An Earth Kingdom priest said a few words of prayer, then lit a few incense sticks and said a 
few more words. He also placed talismans outside the coffin to make sure no Dark Spirits 
bothered the deceased to use the corpse for nefarious means. They then they buried the casket 
at the base of the mountain, so that the Spirit resting within would offer additional protection. 


A woman named Ami, with graying hair promised Iroh that she would care for the house and 
its contents, because it all belonged to Iroh, now. He couldn’t stay, though. Iroh had a lot to 


do, and he hoped he could fill the role of Grand Lotus and do title the justice it deserved. 


Ami provided him with a list of names that Zhou had written down — and he had to promise 
to burn it once he knew them all by heart. 


He checked the calendar. It’d been nearly a year since he last saw Zuko. He sorely missed his 
nephew. 


Iroh began travelling the world, sharing tea and snippets of wisdom; recruiting members to 
the White Lotus. 


Iroh headed North. He didn’t think he could ever get used to the cold, even though he had his 
Breath of Fire. 


He smiled amicably upon meeting the Water Tribe folk, and asked to meet Pakku so they 
could talk over a game of Pai-Sho. 


It was clear that these men were baffled that Iroh had no interest in meeting their Chief. 


Pakku’s suspicions were obvious — and he clearly watched every little movement as Iroh 
prepared jasmine tea. 


“The guest has the first move.” 


Pakku’s glare lessened considerably when Iroh opened with the Lotus Tile. It was amusing 
that his confusion was so evident. 


Pakku shifted and glared at the other Waterbenders in the room. “Leave us.” 
“But...” one started to argue. 

“Are you doubting me?” Pakku snapped, glaring. 

“Er, no, sir. Sorry, sir.” 


The young men quickly left, and sealed up the wall behind them with ice. Pakku waved his 
arms, and added an extra layer. 


“T see you favor the White Lotus gambit. Not many still cling to the ancient ways.” Pakku 
cupped his hands towards Iroh. 


Iroh copied the gesture. “Those who do can always find a friend.” 


“Then let us play.” 


They rapidly set down several tiles in a matter of seconds. Pakku stared at the board, when 
they were taking in not just the lotus pattern; but how specific tiles were placed. If it weren’t 
for the cold, Iroh would have seen sweat bead down his brow. 


“What happened to Grand Master Zhou?” he finally asked. 


“He passed away in his sleep a few weeks ago, but not before passing on the tile of Grand 
Master to me.” Iroh explained. “It is a burden I hope to bear proudly.” 


Pakku nodded slowly, frowning. He still looked uneasy. 
“Why have you come here?” Pakku was straight to the point. 


“A warning, and a plea for help.” Iroh said. The North needed to protect the Moon — if they 
didn’t, the Fire Nation would be in more trouble. “The North needs to be especially on guard 
in the coming years.” 


“The Fire Nation has yet to break through.” Pakku said tightly, if a little haughtily. 


“The lizard-mouse was so convinced he would never be caught by the cat-rabbit that he never 
bothered to look up for the owl-cat.” 


“Fine.” Pakku said, practically biting out the word. 


Iroh gave a small bow of thanks and respect, and took his leave with Pakku escorting him 
out. 


Ozai received a letter from Iroh. He skimmed through the first half of it, and scoffed. His 
weak and cowardly brother was encouraging him to end the war after becoming Fire Lord, 
that it would be better for everyone if he did... 


How pathetic. 


How insulting. Iroh, the washed-up fool, thinking he had any right to tell Ozai what he 
should do. 


Ozai didn’t bother reading the rest of it; there was no point. 


He burned the scroll and let the ashes fall. 


Iroh returned to the ruins, feeling nostalgic. It’d been...nearly two years. He was looking 
forward to seeing his nephew again. The Sun Warriors met him and greeted him formally, 
which was a much better reception than last time. 


There was an odd stiffness in the warrior’s shoulders as they walked. 


Iroh tried to make casual conversation, but the man’s expression was...tight. Not unfriendly. 
Just...nervous. A certain wariness that came with bearing bad news. This was like when the 
soldiers came to him, telling him that Lu Ten was... 


“Ts something wrong? Did something happen?” Iroh asked with growing concern. 


“Well,” the man started, stopped, and sighed. “It’s complicated. You — you’ ll have to see for 
yourself.” 


Iroh saw Zuko running towards him — Zuko was grinning. It was the biggest smile Iroh had 
ever seen on him. Iroh was tackled into a hug — and Zuko — he had grown so much, he was 
nearly as tall as Iroh was and he was only just nearing thirteen. 


Iroh pulled back to get a good look at his beloved nephew and stopped. He frowned when he 
saw a Strange, twisted black handprint on the left side of Zuko’s face. It wasn’t a burn. But it 
was clearly some sort of brand. There was an ominous feeling emanating from it, a pulsing 
like a living thing ready to burst out. Not only that; but Zuko’s eyes looked different — like 
they almost glowed as if they were a light source themselves. 


He placed his hand on Zuko’s cheek, and the handprint dwarfed Iroh’s own. The palm nearly 
covered Zuko’s entire cheek; the thumb and index finger halfway framed Zuko’s eye; with 
the rest of the hand disappearing into Zuko’s hair. 


“What happened to my nephew’s face?” Iroh asked. 
Zuko looked — worried and guilty as he shifted. 


Chief Kaji gave a polite nod of his head as he approached Iroh, and Pima bowed low in 
apology. 


“We...have to talk.” Chief Kaji said grimly. 
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“See?” she grinned widely at Zuko. ‘But not like the wind, you control your flames, where 
you want fire to go.’ 


Pima excitedly pulled Zuko with her. “Time for more training!” 
Pima covered her amused smile when Zuko groaned about doing stretches and hot-squats. 


“They’re good for you!” Pima insisted, and slapped at her thighs and then did a twisting kick 
that showed off her flexibility and balance. “Your kicks will be amazing!” 


She thought she maybe heard Zuko mutter, but it was such a quick and quiet thing. She could 
hear the drums playing in one of the practice yards where people were passing around the 
fire. There were also songbirds and insects; way too much noise to actually determine if Zuko 
did say something. 


He sent her glance, his expression was a scowl. The sign he gave her was a very drawn out, 
‘fine.’ 


Pima observed as Zuko went through a few katas; he slightly stumbled on one step and lost 
his balance. It happened more than once, and Pima gently guided him until she was sure he’d 
get it right. 


Zuko was as stubborn as a mule-goat, so he kept trying. He nearly fell, but Zuko was quick to 
correct himself. He tried again, and it was definitely better, except...a tiny something was 
ever-so slightly off, Pima started to notice. 


She watched a bit more; Zuko hesitated at times, his balance was a bit weird in places like he 
didn’t really know how to move when he totally should know already. Zuko started a kata 
over, almost starting with his left — but he stopped and shifted to his right. It was such a tiny 
thing, but it made a big difference in bending. 


She waved, getting Zuko’s attention. She signed and spoke awkwardly. “That was good. But. 
Tiny problem. Are you left-handed?” 


Zuko made a face. He nodded slowly, looking unsure. 


“Try starting with your left.” Pima motioned to him expectantly. “Why are you using your 
right?” 


Zuko looked as if she’d harshly admonished him. He hugged his left hand to his chest, and 
covered it with his right, as if protecting it. She frowned, not really liking what such a tiny 
thing implied. A few seconds later, he responded, ‘Left-hand is wrong.’ 


He made being left-handed sound...look...? To him, left-handed was like a naughty, hidden 
away secret. But it was detrimental to those learning. What the heck were they teaching kids 
in the Mainland? 


Pima blew a raspberry and replied, “Whoever told you that is a super-special kind of idiot.” 
Zuko gaped at Pima, like she had just insulted Agni himself. 

“Go on, start with your left.” Pima motioned expectantly. 

Zuko did, and — it was definitely an improvement. So much more natural. 


‘Kick higher,’ she demonstrated the kata, and Zuko followed. He needed to improve his 
flexibility. 


“We’re gonna go stretch!” Pima told him very enthusiastically, as she raised a leg up into a 
standing split with her knee practically by her shoulder. “You’re gonna learn to do this! Fun, 
right?” 


Zuko’s expression fell. He was young and was already flexible — but a little more wouldn’t 
hurt. 


She then released her foot into an arc of flames, showing off just a smidge. 
“So, then...let’s start.” 
After a few rounds of stretching and various katas, she was sweaty and gross. 


‘Go time.’ Pima signed, and an exhausted Zuko limped after her. 


‘Time to go,’ he corrected tiredly. 


Dropping Zuko off at his temporary house with Iroh, Pima grinned and ruffled Zuko’s hair 
with both hands, making his hair especially messy. 


Friendly-teasing Zuko in small ways was fun — it took a minute for him to catch on — he 
clearly wasn’t used to people just doing such friendly-casual things. Or having physical 
contact, really. She pulled away, and stood with her hands behind her back, pretending to 
look innocent. 


The combination of humidity and sweat did absolutely no-one’s hair any favors. Zuko’s 
attempt to smooth down his hair just made it frizz even more, and Pima laughed. He scowled 
at her, but there was no heat behind it. 


“Tomorrow then.” Pima said with a grin before she skipped off. 


When Iroh had some sort of vision from the Spirits that made him have to leave, she and 
Kojin had an extra room, and Zuko was her precious student anyway. It made sense for him 
to stay with them. 


When Pima checked on Zuko that evening to see if he needed anything, she saw he was 
holding something in his hand. It had all of his focus whatever it was. 


She got his attention by gently tapping on the top of his head — but that resulted in startling 
him so much he jerked back. It was a good thing he’d been sitting down — so, probably 
shouldn’t do that again. Pima folded her hands together in apology, before sitting next to 
Zuko on his cot. Sen jumped from Zuko’s shoulders and decided her lap was the place to curl 
up and lie down. Sen pulled at Pima’s hand to her cheek and made happy-grumbly noises. 


Signing a bit clumsily with one hand, Pima asked, “What do you have? Can I see?” 


He hesitated at first, but Zuko slowly held out a small, carved Dragon charm that was painted 
and polished a beautiful gold and red. It was attached to a red ribbon. There was some kind of 
mask-looking symbol embroidered onto the ribbon. 


‘My mom gave it to me when I...’ Zuko trailed off, and frowned, brows furrowed. ‘...I left.’ 
It didn’t seem like that was the word he wanted to use. ‘...wanted me to have it. Said it was 
important.’ 


“You must miss her.” Pima still had her Mama, and could see her whenever she wished. It 
was hard for her to imagine one so young having to leave it all behind. It must have been 
painful for his Mama to let her son go. 


Zuko nodded. He looked a bit uneasy before he finally asked her, ‘Uncle will come back, 
right?’ 


He’d better. 


“He promised, didn’t he?” Pima then added for reassurance’s sake, “Besides, your uncle 
probably has a few Spirits watching over him since they sent him on this adventure.” 


The Spirits surely would not give a man such sacred gifts and then send him off into the 
world without ensuring what safety measures they could offer. Pima didn’t want Zuko to start 
imagining whatever worse-case scenarios he could possibly come up with on his own. A 
kid’s worried mind could go off into some pretty scary places. 


Zuko at least, looked more at ease. 


Pima had been in her late-teenage years when she suspected that something was wrong with 
her. Her womanhood never came. Pima remembered so vividly a Healer with white-golden- 
glowing-fire hands running across her belly. 


“T’m sorry.” The Healer had been regretful. “I cannot restore anything if there is nothing to 
restore.” 


Disappointment, shame, and guilt was what she felt. As her parents’ only child, she believed 
that it was her duty to continue her father’s legacy. But what she knew was strictly passed on 
from parent to child — unless the Masters deemed someone outside her family worthy of 
learning. 


Kojin had his own Lost Arts, and Pima was upfront with him when he wanted to court her; 
she couldn’t give him children. She was useless. While there were certainly others who knew 
the same Arts Pima did, her Papa’s legacy — what was essentially like a bloodline, had ended 
with her. 


But Kojin didn’t need them, he had siblings who could continue his Mama’s legacy. He 
wanted her. 


It was near unheard of for an infertile woman being married — much less the man staying to 
go ahead and marry her. People gossiped and gave caustic comments disguised as helpful 
advice. Called Kojin a fool, and questioned his motives like he’d had something to hide. 


She was grateful for Kojin’s love, and loved him even more for it. 


Continuing the legacy of her forefathers was still such a valuable, important thing. It was a 
rite of passage. She didn’t want the techniques long-passed down to end with her. So Pima 
begged Agni and Svaha; and the Masters, that if they allowed it, she could pass on her Papa’s 
legacy. 


Then one day, Iroh returned to the ruins with Zuko. And Master Ran extended her Blessing; 
granting Pima a student, and he would continue her legacy. Her parents understood, and did 
not mind that an outsider would be learning from her. Mama believed that the Spirits must 
have great plans in store bringing Zuko into their lives. Papa was overjoyed and proud. 


So, here she was. 

Pima smiled upon seeing Kojin sitting with Zuko at their table. 

They both were drawing something with charcoal. 

Pima carefully tapped the edge of Zuko’s scroll with a finger to get his attention. 
“What are you drawing?” 


‘Turtleducks,’ Zuko replied, and gave much-too-much focus on what was a simple doodle. 
He over-applied himself with everything he did, Pima noticed. Like whatever he presented 
had to be the best the first time around. He was just a child; he should be able to just loosen 
up and not worry about perfection. 


“It’s a star-nosed-mole-octopus,” Kojin explained his drawing. It was a longish shape from 
above, with tentacles and a nose — but it was impossible to tell which side was which. 


Zuko frowned at it for several seconds. ‘Which side is the front?’ 

Kojin scoffed. “Obviously this one,” his indication was purposefully unclear. 

“Why does it have wings?’ 

“Creative liberty.” 

‘They don’t have that many tentacles.’ Zuko frowned, giving Kojin a rather judgmental look. 
Kojin smirked, letting the boy know that he was teasing. 


Zuko huffed. 


Zuko was openly staring at her and Kojin, his brow furrowed. Like he was looking at a 
particularly tough puzzle. 


Pima giggled at the perplexed expression on his face. Kojin hid his own amusement behind a 
cough. 


“What’s wrong?” Pima asked as she signed, very ready to friendly-tease Zuko. Getting him to 
blush and be flustered was fun, and the resulting pout was cute. 


Zuko’s expression looked a bit confused as he shrugged. He was obviously trying to figure 

out how to explain whatever was going through his head. He scowled even more, and made 
sort of grunting-huffing noises through his nose. He noticeably had some sort of problem — 
and he seemed frustrated not being able to express himself. 


Zuko pretty much did a version of hemming and hawing — he would start to sign, but stop. 
This repeated itself a few times. 


Kojin reached forward and gave Zuko’s cheek a gentle pinch-and-pull. 

“Focus, kid.” Kojin said. 

Zuko nodded and scowled even more, and then sighed loudly. 

“You don’t have to say directly.’ Kojin signed, ‘but...try to say what’s wrong in small bits.’ 


‘My parents aren’t like you.’ Zuko finally signed after several minutes, and Pima’s smile fell. 
As did Kojin’s. 
They both shared a Jook. 


“What do you mean?” Kojin asked carefully. 


“You’re...always together. Even after a fight? You’re just together all the time.’ He pointed at 
Kojin, ‘You don’t get angry and scary.’ Pointing to her, ‘You don’t look sad all the time, you 
just...” Zuko shrugged helplessly again. ‘You’re different. You both...smile and hug way too 
much.’ 


It was a funny-yet-not statement. 


This was a bit...uncomfortable. As in...they were unwittingly learning something deeply 
personal about Zuko’s parents; that considering who they were, all those problems were 
likely kept strictly behind several locked-tight closed doors. 


Which would explain a few things like Zuko’s expression whenever he watched her and 
Kojin simply being together. 


“We love each other.” Pima said, but there was so much more to it than that. 


Pima didn’t really know how to explain the deeply complicated things about relationships to 
Zuko, when his knowledge was so limited. For Agni’s sake, he didn’t even know how to 
phrase his question about why two married people would be happy being married. 


“When you fight to win in a relationship, you always lose. Terribly.” Pima said, “You fight 
for each other.” 


“Well, we just — we always talk to each other.” Kojin said, fumbling a little. “Er...don’t let 
Agni rest on your anger.” 


Zuko made a face at both of them, like they’d said something absurdly weird. They probably 
had. He looked a bit unsure, as if he were still trying to put pieces of an extremely 
complicated puzzle together that was slowly increasing in its pieces. 


After a few more seconds of staring at them both, Zuko rolled his eyes. ‘Do you really have 
to use proverbs to explain? Why can’t you just say it?’ 


What they told him probably didn’t fully explain what he wanted to know. 


“Hey, our proverbs are awesome.” Kojin responded. 


Today, Kojin was getting into what he considered to be any proper Fire Nation child’s 
education. Zuko subtly rolled his eyes as Kojin told him this. He didn’t call Zuko out on that, 
though. 


Kojin practically complained to absolutely no-one that Zuko was only really knew about 
Agni, but not everything he entailed. Kojin muttered under his breath about Zuko’s education. 
Why weren’t they teaching the kid — or maybe it even included the Fire children outside of 
the Ruins — about the other Great Spirits? 


Kojin was going to teach him about the other Great Spirits of the other three Nations — and 
Zuko absolutely absorbed stories about the Spirits, he asked questions, and lots of them. It 
was a good thing that Zuko was so curious and willing to learn, at least. 


There was learning about Agni, of course. His wife, Svaha, who was the Mother of Dragons 
and the Spirit of Harvest. There was their Children; Agni’s Sister, Tui. The Moon being 
Agni’s Sister wasn’t something anyone had ever told Zuko before. 


Agni, Tui, and La all shared a unique balance. This was basic knowledge, and was among the 
first things Kojin had learned. Why hadn’t this been taught to the kid, early on? 


There were the Mountain Brothers, Shangti and Yu-Huang; both of which looked like badger- 
moles, but they had a sort of mystical wildness to them. 


There were also the numerous Children the Spirits produced; each having some kind of role 
in the world; be it for good or for evil. 


‘How do Spirits have kids?’ 


“No-one really knows.” Kojin replied with a shrug. He paused for a moment, trying to think 
of exactly how to sign what he was saying. “I guess they just come into being. The two 
Spirits can come together to make something else. Sometimes, a Great Spirit is powerful 
enough they can just create life on their own if they think there’s a need for it.” 


‘Do all the Great Spirits have kids?’ 


“Not all of them, but many do.” 


Learning about the other Spirits made Zuko feel like that time when he’d been sneaking 
around with Azula. Though, there was no worry about being caught here. Father wasn’t there 
to tell them ‘no’. 


Father hadn’t wanted Toshio to teach Zuko about the other Nations’ Spirits. Not much, 
anyway. They were the Spirits of lesser people who didn’t know any better. 


Moving on, there was the Lion-Horse Jiao of the Four Winds who represented earthly 
knowledge and heavenly wisdom. He had looked upon the world and saw a group of people 
who sought peace, knowledge, and wisdom. He admired these traits, and so gifted them the 
Wind, so that they could travel freely around the world; always learning and sharing 
knowledge. 


There were words that didn’t make sense to Zuko at times. Kojin explained what they meant. 


Zuko furrowed his brow as he read about Jido. Looking at the illustration, the Spirit didn’t 
really look anything like a Spirit that would lead an army. The illustration made his 
expression look friendly and peaceful. This Spirit wore robes that flowed around it; not 
armor. 


When he started reading about the Air Nomads, Zuko gradually became more and more 
confused. What was written here conflicted with what he’d been taught. 


‘Didn’t they have an army?’ Zuko asked. 
“*..Who had an army?” 
‘The Air Army.’ 


“Zuko...they...” Kojin pressed his lips together, a bit tight. “Look. The Air Nomads didn’t 
have an army. They had weapons, yes. They used what complimented their Bending. But 
they were nomads. They had their temples, but they mostly just traveled and explored the 
world. There was no need for an army.” 


That...didn’t really make sense. Zuko briefly recalled some of what he’d read from one of his 
schoolbooks. That had to be wrong. 


‘Didn’t they steal from people?’ Zuko asked. ‘They were always taking and taking. So Fire 
Lord S-O-Z-I-N had to stop them before they made everyone else starve.’ 


Kojin was gaping at him now. “What? You...” Kojin pressed a hand to his mouth, looking 
really uncomfortable. Finally, he pulled his hand away. “That’s what you...you were taught?” 


He muttered something, but Zuko didn’t catch what he said. Kojin shook his head, and he 
didn’t look happy. 


“Look. Like I said. Uh, they wandered through the world, always learning and sharing their 
teachings. Anything Spirit related, the Air Nomads were the people to go to. They took 
donations, but they always worked for whatever they were given. They had things to trade. 
They didn’t just take from people.” 


But... Great-Grandfather stopped the... He’d stopped them spreading and stealing. Great- 
Grandfather was supposed to be a hero for stopping them. 


Wasn’t he? 


It was an uncomfortable thought that made Zuko’s skin scrawl. He didn’t like thinking about 
it. And Kojin was giving him a look that Zuko couldn’t figure out. 


That train of thought thankfully was interrupted when Pima came into the kitchen just then, 
and got Zuko’s attention by waving as she happily announced, “I’m gonna show you how to 
make pottery, today.” 


It was a welcome distraction. 


Pima took Zuko to the artisans’ section. She explained that people here made things like 
weapons, pottery, and jewelry — by using their firebending. 


‘Look here,’ Pima pointed out a ceramic vase. It was beautifully painted, though Zuko didn’t 
know why Pima would show him such a thing. It was just a vase. “Now, look at this one.’ 


This ceramic vase looked different, somehow. There was a unique glow about it that shined 
even through the paint. Pima directed his attention to a few glass figurines of Dragons and 
horse-cats that seemed to have a fiery glow to them. It was almost like they were alive — and 
Zuko reached out with his Flame — and felt — it was as if there was an actual flame housed 
within the delicate glass. 


There was a joy and a gentleness to the figurines. A sense of freedom. 


“These were made by people who have been Blessed by the Masters — intent matters.” Pima 
signed and spoke. Her signing was getting much better. “If these statues felt sad or angry, 
then they’d have to be melted down, destroyed and never found. It could bring a very nasty- 
bad omen on someone’s home if they took in something like that.” 


Pima nodded towards a blacksmith. “The same goes for weapons. If someone is angry while 
making a weapon, they could cause the wielder to attract a Dark Spirit. Become possessed. 
That’s why someone must have a certain...” Pima waved her hands a bit. ‘...calmness.’ 


“The firebenders literally put a piece of themselves — their very Jife into their art. They put 
whatever they are feeling into their work.” 


Smiling, she added, ‘Isn’t it nice people can put such wonderful feelings into something that 
can make others so happy and peaceful?’ 


That was always a nice feeling, Zuko agreed. 


Her friend allowed them to use his kiln to make pottery. It was certainly about learning 
control with his flames, but it was fun. 


Zuko didn’t even care that his small pot cracked and broke beyond repair. 


Sen was jumping around, and Zuko had to untangle her leash as it wrapped around his arm 
and waist. Because she had a tendency to shove her way into things, she couldn’t have the 
same freedoms she usually did. No-one wanted Sen to start sampling the crops — which she 
would if given the opportunity. 


Pima showed Zuko some of the plants that Kojin was growing in their garden, and the 
differences in the dirt. 


‘Firebending can help plants grow?’ 
Kojin smiled proudly and nodded, as he ran a golden-yellow glowing hand through the dirt. 


Zuko watched wide-eyed as Kojin gently ran his hand along a vine, and buds slowly 
appeared. 


“Yep! Firebenders have a way of making the dirt...healthy. Volcano dirt is different. Too bad 
there aren’t any Earthbenders here...it would make things even more impressive.” 


Zuko ran his hand through the volcano dirt, and picked up a handful. He let it run out 
between his fingers. Pima explained that the vegetables and herbs grown here were different 
in richness and taste; because the farmers applied their firebending to it. They gave people 


more energy and made them feel fuller for much longer, or something like that. Medicinal 
herbs were also even more effective in their uses. 


“The Sun helps plants grow. This is a process that takes time and lots of patience.” Kojin 
easily explained. ‘Too much, it will wither and die, or burn.’ 


‘Can I learn to do that, too?’ Zuko asked. 


‘Afraid not,’ Kojin shook his head, looking apologetic. He signed and spoke. “You didn’t 
receive the Blessing of learning under me. People need to have a certain attitude when it 
comes to sharing their Inner Fire. Arts connected to things like healing and creating are 
different than attack Arts because they carry...’ Kojin finger-spelled ‘I-N-F-L-U-E-N-C-E.’ 


“It means having an impact — an effect.” 


Kojin gently ran his hand along a budding vine, and flowers slowly bloomed. Not fully, but 
they would very soon. 


“If I was upset or angry while I tended to the harvest, I could cause the fruit to rot because 
my Inner Fire isn’t at peace. It could spread to the other crops. Healing also takes a special 
kind of focus. A person could cause serious damage if they didn’t heal someone correctly. 


That’s why the Arts connected to such things can only be taught with a Blessing from the 
Masters, and never passed down in families like the attack Arts.” 


“The Master can see deep, deep down in a person’s heart,” Pima said, giving Zuko’s chest a 
small poke. “They can see what a person refuses to admit about themselves. They can tell if a 
person would abuse the power given to them.” 


While Zuko was certainly happy that he was finally learning firebending, and was actually 
enjoying it... He’d like to be able to heal, too. But Master Ran didn’t seem to think so. 


*...Does that mean there’s something wrong with me?’ 
“No, kid. Absolutely not!” Kojin said. 


Pima grabbed Zuko into a tight hug. Was she speaking? She pulled away and looked teary- 
eyed. 


“Don’t ever think that. There’s nothing wrong with you.” Pima gripped his hands in hers for a 
moment before she let go and signed, ‘Master Ran sees you as someone who is strong 
enough to protect others. The honorable power to protect those you love is a wonderful 
thing.’ 


Zuko huffed in his disappointment, and smiled a little. Still. He was enjoying himself. 


The power to protect people he loved...he thought of Mother, Azula, and Uncle; and 
protecting them from... 


Father was still a terrifying figure, and Zuko wasn’t supposed to think of protecting them 
from him. That was a traitorous thought. It was Father’s job to... 


Kojin placed a bright red fire-berry in his hand. Thankfully distracting him from his thoughts. 


It was the juiciest thing Zuko had ever tasted — and the flavor was so fresh. When he’d eaten 
these back at the palace, they’d still been juicy, but a lot of the spicy freshness had been lost. 


Everything the couple told him was so interesting and exciting. He doodled shapes on the 
ground. 


‘Do the other Elements have Lost Arts too?’ he wondered. ‘Because K-O-J-I-N said... 
Earthbenders could make stuff grow too.’ 


‘They do. My grandma once told me that when Earthbenders and Firebenders who used their 
Lost Arts to work together to create and grow things. So it was even better. They could grow 
entire forests!’ Pima spread out her arms, to emphasize it. ‘Imagine that! A huge, several- 
years’ worth of forest grown overnight!’ 


Zuko wished he could see something like an entire forest grow. 


‘But Agni does like to show off quite a bit,’ she laughed as she signed. ‘He’s a very,’ she 
emphasized, ‘prideful Spirit. He found any and every way Fire could be used, and just,’ Pima 
gave a wide wave of her hand, ‘basically said to the world, ‘look at my Blessed and see what 
they can do.’ His Daughter Chantico, was given to us just so we could show off his Blessing 
even more.’ 


“It probably forced the other Great Spirits to step up in giving and expanding their own 
Gifts.” Kojin commented. “Isn’t it great he did, though?” 


Zuko nodded, agreeing. 
He handed Zuko another fire-berry. 


He’d already bitten it in half when Sen made herself look pathetic as she laid down and stared 
at Zuko with big eyes. It made him feel guilty he’d already had a fire-berry and she didn’t. So 
he gave her the rest of the fire-berry. Sen chewed very enthusiastically. 


Back at the...palace, when Zuko was learning under Hori, and everyone else he’d known 
back then — always emphasized Fire was about power, and that was it, it seemed. 


In vast contrast, Pima and Kojin talked about Fire like it was wonderful and exciting. The 
way he’d originally been taught was so.../imiting. Dare he think it — Sozin’s Style was 
nothing; it was way too simple. 


Which was the thought of someone decidedly not loyal to the Fire Lord. Why would 
someone want to not be able to do these things? He kept that thought to himself. 


Zuko followed Pima to one of the other houses. 


“You'll like my friend Yong-Am,” Pima told him, quickly finger-spelling the name, “and her 
niece, Hana. They help with the harvest festival, but this year is special, because there’s a big 
play. So things are lots of crazy-busy.” 


A play? He wondered if he’d at least get to see it. He’d missed going to them. 


Pima didn’t explain what she meant by things being so busy, because they stopped outside of 
a house where Pima put a hand up to her mouth and said something. Up above them, a 
woman leaned over the side of the roof and waved them up. 


On the roof were several women — all surrounding an older girl who was standing on a stool 
or something as they worked on her clothes. 


There were also a boy and girl who both looked to be a year or two older than Zuko. They 
both sat off to the side, watching a few people paint and decorate several masks. 


The woman who had waved them up smiled at them from over her shoulder, saying, “-ah--- 
Pima, sorry about ---, you know?” 


Pima nodded, and signed, “Yeah, I understand.” 
“This is your student, huh?” 


“Zuko.” Pima quickly introduced them, “And this is Yong-Am, my bestest friend,” finger- 
spelling one woman’s name. Wait... ‘bestest’? wasn’t a word, was it? Pima didn’t even sign it. 
“This is her niece, Hana. And Hana’s friend, Ryu.” 


The two kids waved at him. 


He felt somewhat nervous. Other than Azula, he’d never really been around anyone else his 
age before. Zuko shyly waved back. 


Yong-Am was sitting at the feet of the older girl, sewing extra material to an elaborately 
decorated skirt with the help another woman. 


Pima proudly signed as she announced, “This is my cute student, Zuko.” 


The others all greeted him and smiled, some of them saying something — but Zuko focused 
back on Pima. 


Pima signed, “This is Han-Yi, the Chief’s wife, and Kaori, their daughter.” Kaori was the girl 
wearing the fancy clothing. 


Kaori nodded and was saying, “You have no idea. It’s--- -- 


Zuko missed whatever she was saying as he gave one of the polite bows he’d been taught to 
do with royalty. He hated missing bits of the conversation, but this was always required. Why 
wasn’t Pima--? 


Pima tapped his arm. She smiled gently. “No need for that, it’s okay. This is just casual.” 


So...how did people treat royalty here? The Chief’s wife and daughter were at least like the 
Fire Lady and a princess, weren’t they? No-one was scolding him or staring at him 
strangely... 


He watched as Yong-Am adjusted the skirt around Kaori’s hips, and Yong-Am said 
something. Pima then stood up to help the other women hold the material. It had...beads and 
tassels sewn in elaborate patterns and folds. The mother helped pin the material in place. 


Kaori smiled at him. She stood with her arms spread out, letting the sunlight hit the shiny 
beads on her decorated sleeves. 


She said something, and Pima signed as she motioned to the skirt. “What do you think?” 
He smiled and signed, ‘Pretty.’ 
Kaori looked at Pima, and then grinned wide at Zuko. “Thanks!” 


Pima signed, “Oh, I almost forgot — Kaori is playing Svaha. When the Chief’s daughter — or 
the eldest daughter turns seventeen, there’s a play...” Pima waved her hands a bit, as if 
looking for the right words. “It’s a...big honor for her. To remember Svaha and the love and 
loyalty to her people.” 


Hana then came over to Zuko and said without any context, “I’m playing the ce----ums.” 
Zuko glanced at Pima for clarification. 
‘She plays the drums,’ Pima helpfully clarified. 


The women doing stuff with the clothing were talking about something. Zuko caught none of 
it — which was mildly annoying. He knew he couldn’t exactly expect Pima to tell him 
everything, but — that train of thought was cut off when Hana took his hand. 


“Wanna see the masks?” 
The man who was working on them said something. 
“We know, we won’t.” Hana replied. 


There were eight masks set off to the side. They were all elaborately decorated in various 
ways, except for one. It was plainer-looking, but still beautiful. Zuko had to hold onto Sen 
because she kept squirming and trying to reach towards some of the shiny stones the man was 
using to decorate a mask. Maybe he should just keep that makeshift leash on her outside of 
the house. 


Hana spoke a bit slowly, which was much better than when she first spoke to him. 


“These are...Svaha’s faces.” Hana shrugged. “Um. Did you know it’s bad luck to imitate a 
Spirit? That’s why we use the masks. Ha---” 


He didn’t know much about imitating Spirits. And did Svaha have a bunch of faces? He 
didn’t remember the illustration of her having so many. 


His confusion was clearly evident, because Hana looked at him and laughed, then stopped. 
“You do know who Svaha is, right?” Ryu asked. 


Zuko waved his hand back and forth, ‘A little.” He fumbled with Sen again, and he gave the 
back of her neck a quick pull. Sen quit trying to escape and climbed on his shoulder and 
nipped his ear, which was probably her way of complaining. 


The two kids looked equally amused and fascinated. 


He pointed at the masks, trying to figure out how to ask why there were so many. Hana and 
Ryu both shared a glance then looked back at him. 


Ryu said something to Hana, and she nodded. 


Hana held up a finger telling him to wait, and disappeared into the house for a few moments. 
She came back with a slate and some pencils and handed them to Zuko. She also handed a 
pencil to Ryu while she also had her own. 


They sat off to the side on the floor. 
Zuko wrote down his question. 


“Why are there so many faces for Svaha?” 


The two read what he’d written, and Ryu wrote, 


‘Sol, Soma, Ti'u, Vona , Thonglun, Baliga, Dosei’ 


... The days of the week? 


Hana then wrote on the slate, 


‘These are the names Svaha used when she talked to Agni. She approached him seven times. 
Then he married her.’ 


Ryu then pointed to the masks, telling Zuko which day a mask represented. He seemed very 
proud that he knew that. 


‘Why did she use different names? Why couldnt she just talk to Agni as herself? Why did he 
marry her? What made her so special?’ 


Hana read what Zuko wrote, and responded, 


‘Because Agni didn t really understand Humans. He would have been insulted. It’s a long 
story. The play explains it.’ 


Zuko glanced back at the others, somewhat hoping Pima could help explain things better, but 
they all were looking at a different outfit. 


He turned back to Hana when she tapped his knee. 
She spoke a little too fast, “Hey, wanna come seemdums?” 


Her words blended together. Again, Zuko glanced at Pima for an explanation, but she just 
nodded and smiled. “Go ahead.” 


Zuko was then pulled into the house. Ryu followed after them, carrying the slate and pencils. 


Hana was speaking, but she wasn’t exactly facing Zuko. There was something about 
“clothing” and “boring”. 


Hana led Zuko to what was her bedroom — and there was a drum. 
“_--so, It’s a big deal, yanno.” 


Hana let go of Zuko and picked up a pair of drum sticks. 


Ryu held the slate up to Zuko. 


‘She just likes showing off.’ 


Zuko just nodded, like he knew what was going on. 


Hana beat the drum a few times, and Zuko placed his hand on the side, feeling the vibrations. 
He recognized the pattern — this was played when he and Uncle were climbing up the stairs to 
meet the Masters. 


He was certainly excited that he knew it — and he grinned. He signed, ‘Dragon.’ 
Hana stopped playing and looked at him. “What’s that?” 


Ryu handed the slate to Zuko, and he wrote out the character for ‘dragon’, then signed the 
word again. He even exaggerated the movement a bit. 


Ryu copied the sign. “That’s kinda cool...” 


Hana then began playing a different pattern, and Zuko also recognized this one. It was the 
beat that played when the Sun Warriors were passing around the giant flame in the training 
yard. 


Hana played a few more songs? Was that what he could call them? There was definitely a 
clear, different pattern to the beats. She also handed Zuko the drumsticks and let him hit the 
drum a few times, though...he probably didn’t actually play anything. Hana did take the 
drumsticks away briefly to show him a few actual songs so he wasn’t randomly hitting the 
drum. 


“Show us a few signs.” Hana said after a bit. 


Ryu elbowed her and said something, but his mouth movements weren’t clear. He motioned 
towards Zuko very pointedly, and Hana rolled her eyes. 


“Fine. Zuko. Will you please show us a few signs?” 


She asked how to spell her name and Ryu’s, and then his, and then was pointing to various 
things around her room. Hana pulled Zuko with her into the kitchen and had him show her 
the signs for things in there, too. 


Did she really have to drag him everywhere? 
Ryu then suggested that they play a game. 


They showed Zuko how to play some sort of collecting marbles game. Sen ended up stealing 
some of the marbles, and Hana pouted because it had been her growing stash that Sen had 
chosen to loot from. 


Hana and Ryu had something of an argument about her not actually losing? Or winning? 
Zuko sat uncomfortably as the two argued, and pointed at him and then Sen at times. All he 


could really do was watch them. 


Hana slapped the table. “Zuko, I won! Tell Ryu I won! Just because I lost ---f my marbles 
doesn’t mean I -- -ee lost them!” 


“_-- can’t tell you that!” Ryu argued. “You didn’t --- so that’s ---!” 


“Your ferret-fox stallfarme, and you lost to Ryu anyway!” Hana was pointing at Sen now. She 
was glaring at him. “So you ---!” 


Zuko had no idea what they wanted him to do. He shrugged and shook his head. 


Ryu thankfully retrieved the slate and handed it to Zuko. Instead, Hana grabbed it and the 
strokes of her characters were written with such ferocity that it was an amazing feat that 
nothing sparked. 


T may have lost the marbles I collected but I didn t lose them to ANYONE IN the game. The 
ferret-fox took them AFTER I collected them. It was YOUR ferret-fox so Zuko has to decide if 
I won. WHICH I DID. No dumb rules about lost marbles and them not counting after they 
were collected!!!’ 


Ryu now grabbed the slate once Zuko looked up from it, erased what Hana had written with a 
swipe of his hand, and glared at her. He wrote down a response. 


‘She lost the marbles so they shouldnt count because they arent in her stash’ 


Zuko had never had to settle an argument between two people before. He’d never even 
played this game before. 


Well...1f Hana would have won, and it maybe was his fault that Sen took the marbles. He 
pointed at Hana. 


She cheered. “Suck on that, Ryu!” 
Ryu threw his hands up. 
What exactly was Ryu supposed to suck on? 


Zuko didn’t get a chance to ask, because both Ryu and Hana then decided that they should 
play outside. They led Zuko a short distance away to a small yard. There was a ball and two 
make-shift boxes at opposite ends of the yard. 


Again, this was a game that had to be explained to him — but thankfully, the rules were easy 
enough. Both Hana and Ryu kept sharing some sort of look between them as Ryu told him 
how to play. 


Since they had an uneven number of players, it was a “free for all” as Ryu put it. 


It was kicking the ball and trying to get around the other person and getting the ball to the 
goal, which seemed easy enough. They played some variations of the game, which was fun. 
Again, Hana and Ryu got into an argument about...lines? Stepping? 


Ryu was pointing at the ground, and stomping on it. 
Hana kept sliding her feet around and her movements were all over the place. 


They both looked at him demanding, “Well?” 


Ryu sloppily signed as he spoke, “Hana stepped out. You saw her, right?” 


Maybe? He just agreed with Ryu to get them both to stop arguing. Plus, if both had a win on 
their side, there’d be less of a chance for their arguing to get bigger. 


“Fine.” Hana signed as well, looking particularly sarcastic. 


They played another round with the ball. Sen also got involved by pushing the ball around 
and trying to run with it. Trying to catch Sen became a whole new game. 


The sun was low in the sky when both Ryu and Hana looked in the same direction at 
something. 


“Auntie’s calling.” Hana said. 

“Yeah, so’s my dad.” Ryu said. 

The three made their way back to the house. 

Pima beamed at him. ‘You’re absolutely filthy.’ 

She was smiling, so she wasn’t angry? 

Pima turned to look at Hana. She then signed, 

“Do you want to play with Hana and Ryu again?’ 

Zuko nodded. Getting to finally be able to play with other kids was fun. 


The two said their goodbyes, and Pima and Zuko started walking home. He was exhausted. 
This felt just like after a day of training. 


As they were walking home, Pima asked, “Did you have fun?” 


“Yes. They’re nice. But...they kept arguing. Hana’s bossy. Ryu kept telling me things he 
knows.’ 


Pima just laughed and ruffled his hair. 
He then asked something that he’d been curious about much earlier. 


‘Does the Chief’s daughter always play Svaha?’ 


Pima tilted her head, briefly. “Yeah. The Chief’s first daughter does, when she turns 
seventeen. It’s part of why this year is so busy and important. Kaori’s taking on a duty to her 
people, just like Svaha. There’s a ritual...” 


Pima stopped walking, as did Zuko. 


“The Chief will give her to Agni, as a symbol. Kaori’s parents and the Masters will bless her. 
She’ ll be sort of like a... Priestess, serving the Masters and Spirits.” She explained. “Her role 
is important, and not one to be jealous of. She’s taking on a lot of responsibility.” 


Pima further explained that Kaori would be a spiritual advisor to her people, maintain the 
Shrines, and she had several more duties that honestly seemed like tasks only a servant would 
do. 


It was so different to what he’d been taught. The people were to serve the members of the 
Royal Family, not the other way around. A prince or princess didn’t serve anyone. 


The Sun Warriors were strange. 


But Zuko had to admit that there wasn’t any uneasiness with Chief Kaji and his family. 
People were able to be casual with them. And the Chief had gone out of his way to talk to 
Zuko. 


He couldn’t really imagine Grandfather doing that. Grandfather had never gone out of his 
way to talk to Zuko, ever — even before he was flawed. 


It had never been that much of a concern for Zuko to go off by himself. He’d done it several 
times before. He enjoyed exploring various areas of the ruins and mountains. 


Zuko was looking at one of the carvings on the wall in front of him, when he noticed 
movement out of the corner of his eye. He glanced over and saw a boy who had to be a few 
years older than he was. The boy said something nonsensical, maybe? Was he actually saying 
words? He smiled — but his smile was not — Zuko didn’t like it. 


Sen’s tail started thrashing out of the corner of his eye — 


Suddenly, Zuko couldn’t see when something slipped over his eyes. He was grabbed from 
behind on his shoulder, and he lashed out — panicked and confused. 


Someone punched his face before he was shoved to the ground, and Zuko kicked out with a 
plume of flames. He felt his leg connect. There was the smell of something burning, but it 
wasn’t him — he wasn’t the one burning — Zuko began to panic with quick, tight breaths 
because he knew that scent — Sen. 


What happened to Sen? 
There was a long pause. What was going on? Did they leave? 


Zuko was pulled up by his arm non-too delicately, and the blindfold was ripped off. Sen had 
red dripping from her mouth and red dotted her white fur, and she’d been burned. A guy that 
Zuko didn’t recognize was holding onto her as she snarled and writhed, trying to get to 
whatever held her ire. 


Jugo — the one Sen had bitten weeks earlier — was there, gripping the two boys by their ears. 
One boy was holding a hand against the side of his face where blood was seeping through. 
He also had several bloody scratches going down his torso. The other — the one that Zuko had 
seen first, had a bloody gash on his leg and a small burn. 


Zuko was feeling a bit too panicked to even really register the situation. 
Jugo was clearly yelling at both of them, but Zuko wasn’t paying any attention to that. 
The guy holding onto Zuko — from his similarities to Jugo, they had to be brothers. 


Jugo said something else, finished by a fierce nod of his head. Jugo refused to let the two 
boys go. He practically dragged them by their ears, and he said something to his brother as he 
moved. And then all of them were walking, with the brother leading the way as he held onto 
Zuko. 


He passed Sen over into Zuko’s arms. Zuko held onto the ferret-fox tightly, and Sen seemed 
to sense his panic and unease. She nestled against him. 


They went to Pima and Kojin’s. When had they arrived? 


The couple took one look at them, and quickly pulled Zuko in. Away from the boys. He was 
thankful and relieved that they were so far away. 


Jugo was talking, but — 

Pima was saying something — who was she talking to? Pima practically ran out the door. 
Then Kojin sat Zuko down in the kitchen. When had they...? 

Kojin put his hands on Zuko’s arms, sharing warmth and grounding him. 


‘Are you alright?’ Kojin asked, distracting Zuko from his mind going off into a panic. ‘What 
happened?’ 


Ashamed, though he didn’t know why, Zuko admitted, ‘They snuck up behind me.’ Zuko 
shook his head, no. ‘One was in front, talking I think. He was saying stuff that didn’t make 
sense. I don’t know if he was saying real words. The other came behind.’ Shakily, Zuko 
signed, ‘They put a cover over my eyes, and...’ 


It didn’t need to be explained that he’d been...attacked? His flaw had been used against him? 
Why had they attacked him when he hadn’t even done anything? 


Kojin inspected his eye, which was already tender. His hand glowed as he ran his thumb over 
and under Zuko’s eye. 


‘It'll bruise, but won’t swell. Thankfully, it looks like nothing serious.’ Kojin told him. ‘Are 
you hurt anywhere else?’ 


He shook his head. 
Zuko’s fingernails were bloody — none of it was his. He felt a bit mollified because of that. 
“T’ll look at Sen, now.” 


Sen had only been slightly burned, thankfully. Just a mild salve for a few days, according to 
Kojin — and she shouldn’t move around too much. Which would be kind of difficult. Her fur 
would still grow back, fortunately. 


He wiped at his eyes, fighting back tears. He shouldn’t be crying over something like this. It 
was dumb. It was weakness, and he didn’t want — 


Kojin knelt down. “Hey, you’re alright, yeah?” 
Zuko wiped his face and nodded. 


“This wasn’t your fault, you know. Those boys are little --...”” Kojin stopped and looked a 
tiny bit embarrassed. “I mean...they’re troublemakers. They’Il stay away from you from now 
on. We’ll make sure of it.” 


Kojin stood up and motioned to him. ‘Want to help me make some burn salve for Sen?’ 


Zuko took him up on the offer. 


Pima stormed into the house huffing out steam and spitting sparks nearly an hour or so later. 


Kojin was waiting for her. He had tea and alcohol in two different cups, and he offered up 
both. 


Pima took the alcohol and drank it all in one gulp, ignoring the burning sensation in her 
throat. 


“How is he?” Pima asked first thing. 


“Just bruised — and a bit shaken, understandably.” Kojin shook his head. “But maybe a bit 
ashamed because of how they jumped him. He went to bed not long ago.” 


“T messed up.” Pima said, as she leaned on the table and covered her face with her hands and 
fought back her tears. “This is my fault. I taught him a bunch of fancy techniques and how to 
make a stupid clay pot, but not real combat.” Her voice hitched. “AI of that’s freaking 
useless if he doesn’t know how to actually apply it! I was teaching him to have fun. I’m such 
an idiot.” 


Kojin pulled her into a hug and she leaned against him. It was obvious he shared her 
frustration. “Hey. Hey, Pima. You didn’t think you had to.” 


“But I should have!” 


She knew some people were gossiping and whispering and didn’t like that an outsider like 
Zuko was learning something so sacred. But she hadn’t thought — she was just grateful for a 
student, she should have better prepared him for — for what? For people to attack him? To 
actually sneak up on him like — and blindfold him just to — for what purpose?! It was just —! It 
accomplished nothing! 


Pima imitated a particularly whiny, nasally voice, “’It was just a joke, we didn’t think he’d 
freak out so much!’” Pima scoffed. “Little meanie-bastards! Reiko was furious, not at her 
brat, oh no! But at Zuko, like it was his fault. Sen bit off half her kid’s ear because he 
attacked Zuko. And the brat got scratched up so badly, and so that means it’s Zuko’s fault. At 
least Yura-Min acknowledges her kid did something wrong!” 


She scoffed again loudly at the very idea of it. 


Jugo and Shinku — who’d been walking by at that moment — had explained what they’d 
witnessed; that they more than likely were just playing a cruel prank that quickly got out of 
hand. 


“The Masters judged them, just in case.” Pima said. Whatever their punishment was, if there 
even was one; it was between them and the Masters. They hadn’t been banished to the Wilds, 
so maybe it simply was a prank and not done out of jealousy or something. 


But Chief Kaji still made it very clear that they were not to go anywhere near Zuko — and 
Zuko would likely avoid them on his own without having to be told. He plainly said that if 
anyone retaliated — he’d be far less lenient than the Masters. 


“They are just kids after all...” Kojin muttered bitterly. 


Pima felt a helpless sort of anger. It was already perfectly handled, she was just thinking of 
what she would have done had she been angry, rash, and vengeful. It was pointless to think 
such things and not her place. She let that bit of anger go, and directed it more at herself. 


But it was actions like that — what they’d done to Zuko, if they’d done it out of jealousy — 
they more than likely would never receive the Blessing to learn any of the Lost Arts. Maybe 
they still had a chance to receive a Blessing if they learned and grew from this. 


Pima knew what the attack Arts could do in the hands of a Master. An unbalanced Inner Fire 
could spread rot and turmoil. 


She hated the helplessness she felt. Zuko would leave, someday. He obviously wasn’t going 
to stay here. He had Iroh and a life out there. 


“What if...” Pima started, haltingly, looking up at Kojin. “What if Zuko’s out there in the 
world and something like this happens again? Someone realizes he can’t hear them — and — 
they...use that against him?” 


She gripped his hand in hers. 


All the worst case scenarios flashed through her mind; each getting more bloody and violent 
than the last, enemies growing in size and number with Zuko always on the losing end 
crumpled to the ground and not moving. Never getting up again. 


Kojin squeezed her hand. He seemed to be able to read her mind. “Then we’ll do whatever 
we can to make sure it doesn’t happen again.” 


The next day, Yong-Am’s opinion on the matter was, “Reiko has been letting that boy suckle 
at her breast since he was a babe, indulging every whim! ‘Bout time he realizes there’s 
consequences. Maybe now Reiko will finally let his fruit drop since he’s faced the Masters 
without her hand-holding.” 


“Yong-Am!” Pima gave a meaningful look towards Zuko, who was looking at a nature book; 
while Hana muffled her giggles. 


“What? It’s not like he can hear me.” Yong-Am casually gave a lop-sided shrug. 
“Szull.” Pima said, and Yong-Am rolled her eyes. 
“Fine. I think he’s old enough to know such words, though. Hana does.” 


“It’s not the words, it’s the order in which you used them.” Pima responded. “Anyway. Iroh 
didn’t say anything about...those terms. He didn’t tell us to inform him of such things. It 
should be up to him to explain, shouldn’t it?” 


Hana snickered again, and Zuko glanced up at her curiously. He then looked at Pima, 
obviously wanting an explanation. 


““.,.Later. When you’re older.” Pima said, feeling a tad guilty. She felt even more so when 
Zuko scowled at her. Crude phrases probably weren’t what Iroh was expecting his beloved 
nephew to learn. 


“T’m gonna go meet Ryu.” Hana announced. “Can Zuko come?” 

“Ask him.” Yong-Am replied. 

Hana got Zuko’s attention and said bluntly, “I’m gonna go meet Ryu. You’re coming too.” 
Zuko blinked. ‘I am?’ 


“Hana, that’s not how you should invite people.” Yong-Am reprimanded, though it was very 
half-hearted. 


Hana rolled her eyes. “Ugh. Fine. You wanna go see Ryu?” 
Zuko glanced at Pima, silently asking for permission. 
“You can go, if you want.” 


Zuko had barely even nodded, before Hana joyfully called out, “Great!” and dragged Zuko 
out the door with her. 


It was so nice that Zuko had friends. 


The weather was really nice today, as they stood in the training yard. Pima’s parents, and 
Kojin were there to help. 


For the first few days, Zuko stuck close to Pima and Kojin; probably closer than was actually 
necessary. He felt a bit nervous being outside away from them. But Hana and Ryu always 
stuck close, which was a comfort. 


“We’re going to teach you how to fight,” Pima said, signing at the same time. 


Kojin had learned his fighting tactics from his father and brothers. He began to carefully 
explain, while signing. 


“Here are the weakest points on a person’s body,” he motioned to his nose, his chin, his neck, 
behind his ear, a point just under his chest, “This takes the wind out of them. Hit hard 
enough, they won’t get back up again for a while. Another point is, kidneys. You gotta hit 
hard and fast when you have the chance.” 


He pointed to his knee, “You can kick someone’s knee out of the socket. It’s not a pretty 
sight.” 


Kojin certainly knew how to firebend, but it wasn’t his only resource. He fought dirty, some 
would say. He skirted the rules of honorable combat. But that didn’t matter. His father didn’t 


believe in holding back or fighting fair just because someone whined about it. They should 
have been better prepared for someone to fight unconventionally. 


His brothers were a testament to that fact. Having four other siblings pretty made a kid have 
to fight dirty as a rule. 


If Zuko would have to learn to fight dirty, then so be it. The world was hardly ever kind to 
people who were seen as weak. Honor was certainly a good thing to have, but too much of it 
and a person would be considered a fool who got themselves needlessly killed. 


Kojin ran a finger over his knuckles, “This is pretty strong here, but here,” he tapped on his 
fingers between the knuckles and joints, “This is a weak point on the fingers. You angle your 
hand like this,” Kojin positioned the knuckles of his opposite hand against his fingers, “You 
position it just right, you’ll break their fingers if someone tries to punch you. You got it?” 


Zuko looked up at Kojin wide-eyed and nodded. 


Pima’s grin masked everything else, “Break all the bones in their bodies and make ‘em burn 
and bleed, yeah?” 


Zuko was admittedly on the small side now, but they could still show him how to move. 


Her parents began demonstrating different fighting techniques — grabbing someone’s arm and 
flipping them over the shoulder — getting out of holds to fight back. It was something they 
would have Zuko practicing again, again, and again. Drilling it into him to have quick 
reactions without even having to think about it. 


Kojin also planned on sparring with Zuko using his swords. 


They would eventually practice teaching Zuko how to fight multiple, larger opponents at 
once. It wasn’t a guarantee, Pima was quick to admit that. But he’d sure as hell be able to 
give anyone a nasty-bloody-fight that thought they could exploit his biggest weakness and 
make them regret ever even trying. 


Zuko was seen as a butterfly-mouse; easy to hunt, and very delicate. He needed to be a 
badger-scorpion; resilient and dangerous. 


Pima didn’t tell him much about what they were doing; it was intense training alongside his 
firebending lessons. His training regimen increased; it seemed like it was constantly 
changing. 


Pima didn’t say it was because of what happened; she didn’t have to. 


He didn’t know if it felt better that she didn’t say anything. Kojin always rested his hand on 
Zuko’s shoulder whenever they went out of the house and were walking through the 
residential areas. He always seemed to know when Zuko was feeling anxious. 


There were times when Kojin was giving him an odd look; and he couldn’t tell what it meant. 
Even Pima was looking at him at times, and she always masked her worry with a smile, 
teasing, and messing up his hair. 


‘Don’t go anywhere by yourself.’ Kojin told him very seriously, looking uneasy about 
something. He’d tried hiding it, but it so obviously showed. ‘Don’t wander out in the Ruins 
or go into any of the temples.’ 


The odd warnings felt completely out of nowhere. 


It was a relief that Hana and Ryu were there. They were more than happy to drag Zuko out of 
the house and show him how to play various games. He genuinely had friends after what 
seemed like so many years. 


Zuko’s unease melted away as the months passed. 


In combination with Pima’s firebending lessons and combat training, things in his life seemed 
like a normal and peaceful routine. 


Zuko had been a tad moody for a while. He kept rubbing at his jaw, and he couldn’t really 
chew on one side. 


Kojin sympathized with the kid. A loose tooth was never fun. 


Kojin offered to help pull it, but Zuko always denied the help. He probably just wanted to be 
able to pull it himself. A kid kinda did get bragging rights for pulling out their own teeth 
when the time came. 


On a day that they were sparing, Kojin was using a staff and Zuko was using his swords. 


As Kojin swung his staff, Zuko went to block. Of all freak accidents to happen, the staff 
slipped over Zuko’s blade — and whacked him in the face. 


Zuko fell backwards, mouth completely bloody. He was teary-eyed, but not crying. 


“Oh, sweet Agni!” Kojin grabbed up Zuko — he paused to gather his staff and Zuko’s swords 
—and ran back to the house in a panic. He was a terrible teacher. Guilt ate away at him. He’d 
hit the kid across the mouth! He’d inured Zuko! 


“Pima!” Kojin burst into the house, startling her bad enough she yelped and turned around in 
a firebending-stance, dropping the basket of laundry she was carrying. Her fists were on fire, 
ready to attack. 


She stared wide-eyed at them, and put out the flames. “What happened?” 
“T hit him! It was an accident!” Kojin exclaimed. “We need to — you have to help me!” 
“Kojin...” Pima started. 


“Get me a cloth or something, we have to clean him up and see how bad it is!”” Kojin touched 
Zuko’s jaw, and he winced. That was bad. Really bad, it had to be! What if his jaw was 
cracked? “We need to take him to one of the healers, so--!” 


“Kojin!” Pima shouted. 

“What?!” 

“You can heal.” 

Oh. Right. Kojin slapped his forehead. He was an idiot, going into such a blind panic. 


Zuko made a face as he twisted his mouth. He reached in and — pulled out his tooth. He 
smiled, looking freakish with all the blood. 


The kid could bounce back easily enough. Kojin let out a sigh of relief. 
Pima retrieved the earlier requested cloth and handed it to Zuko. 


Zuko traded his tooth for the cloth and wiped his face. When he was done, Kojin ran a 
glowing hand along his jaw just in case. 


Pima started getting teary-eyed. “He’s growing up!” 
“He certainly is,” Kojin agreed, as he ruffled Zuko’s hair. 


Zuko huffed and didn’t pull away, resigned to his fate of hair-ruffling. 


A play for Harvest: 


(The Harvest play was finally happening, and it was also the day Kaori would take up her 
role as Priestess to Svaha, the Masters, and lead healer. Zuko was clearly excited for the play. 


Apparently he hadn’t been to a play since he’d gotten sick. He sat with Pima and Kojin near 
the back, and Ryu and his family joined them. 


Kojin translated for Zuko, as people in colorful outfits flitted out onto the stage.) 


Long ago before Agni and Tui traded places consistently, before bending, before Dragons, it 
was always cold and dark; never a full, true day. Agni never showed his divine faces for very 
long as he passed through the land, riding his elephant-goat. The plants grew in abundance 
wherever his Light touched, but his Light only reached so far. 


There were those who were able to live along Agni’s path, so they had food in abundance. 
But there were those who did not have that luxury. 


Plants grew, but it was far too slow. All people knew was that Agni’s Light helped, but it 
wasn’t enough; even with the water the skies provided. People had fire, except it did not keep 
their houses warm; the fire’s heat was limited to the flame. The fire only provided light and 
just enough heat for their cook-fires. 


As a Spirit, Agni did not really understand that Humans needed important things like warmth 
and enough food to live. 


The people living at the edge of Agni’s Light were slowly starving. They might as well have 
been living in a famine. Not enough food was growing for people and the animals who lived 
off of the land at the edge of his Light. They were worried that they would all die off before 
the year’s end. People had approached Agni before, trying to appeal to him, but he did not 
understand what they were asking of him. 


Wasn’t he gracious enough already to give them fire? Wasn’t his Fire enough so that they 
could have light even in the darkness? So that they could cook their meals? It was insulting to 
ask, and it seemed that they were ungrateful. 


Svaha was a Human woman desperate to save her people. She was the daughter of the Chief, 
and so knew how dire their situation truly was. After thinking carefully, Svaha came up with 
the plan of how she would appeal to Agni, but her father was strictly against it. 


He rightfully worried for her. She was his only precious daughter. 
If Svaha insulted Agni in any way, she would surely be killed as others before her had. 


But Svaha was very shrewd, and she intended to seduce Agni seven times... 


(Kojin wondered how he should explain this, ‘she S-E-D-U-C-E-D...’ 


Zuko didn’t know what that meant, so Kojin batted his eyelids and signed, ‘Hello, Agni. 
You’re so handsome, want to date me?’ He made a kissy face at the end. 


Ryu and Zuko both muffled their giggling. Kojin grinned at his success of making the kids 
laugh. 


Pima lightly elbowed Kojin and whispered, “Shh! Behave.” 
Though, she was obviously amused. 


Kaori changed her mask and clothing within seconds as she spun in a circle and appeared 
before Agni.) 


When Agni rode through the land on his elephant-goat, spreading his Light, he was stopped 
by a beautiful maiden he had never seen before. 


Svaha bowed and introduced herself as S6l. She presented Agni simply with a gift of 
expensive oils and perfumes, she thanked him for his divine Light and left. 


With each passing day, Svaha waited for Agni, wearing a different mask and introduced 
herself with a different name; praising Agni’s beauty and strength. She demanded nothing; 
and always left some sort of gift tied with an orange ribbon, and with each persona, always 
left Agni curious and wanting more. 


(Zuko watched the play wide-eyed and excitement building. 


There was also some sort of fancy-poetry language going on between the two actors that 
Kojin didn’t really have a chance to translate because to translate what was being said 
literally wouldn’t have made much sense. Or it was rather...adu/t at times, and Zuko 
probably shouldn’t know any of that, yet. When did kids learn about these things? Kojin had 
been a few years older than Zuko was... 


Even using euphemisms, Zuko didn’t understand all of the words. He would have had to 
pause to explain what the actors meant, and that meant missing out on the rest of the play. 
The book was much better in his opinion, so that’s what he’! be sharing with Zuko. 


Pima loved him, but his critique on accuracy was something she gladly skipped out on if she 
could.) 


When Svaha approached Agni the eighth time and revealed herself by bowing and placing 
each of the seven masks in front of him. 


Svaha explained why she had done everything; how her people were starving, and begged 
Agni to help her people. She offered up her life as payment, if only Agni would spread his 
Light to them as well. 


Instead of being angry, Agni was impressed by her persistence and cunning, and loyalty for 
her people. Agni married her and made Svaha a Great Spirit, and the Sun rose for the first 
time. His Light and and his warmth spread throughout the land. The world became warm and 
life flourished like never before, as day and night started trading places. 


Life truly flourished across the land. 


The Dragons were birthed from their union, symbolizing a promise; strength; and comfort. 
Agni further Blessed Svaha’s people, by allowing them to learn firebending from the Dragons 
so that they would always carry his warmth with them. 


At the time of Harvest was when the people thanked Svaha, and burned offerings of their 
harvest to give back to her. This was the feast for her table. 


Agni and Svaha had four Children; their Daughters, Agneya, Chantico; and their Sons, 
Kumara, Vinayaka, who all serve various important purposes for Agni’s Blessed. Their 
Children are considered Sacred Gifts to his Blessed and the world. 


Agneya, represented hearth fires, love and warmth; Chantico was gifted to amplify 
Firebenders’ power so that they could celebrate Agni’s Gift; Kumara represented the heart of 
craftsmanship; Vinayaka represented passion, justice and warfare. 


(‘V-I-N-A-Y-A-K-A is the volcano where we live. He allows us to live in his belly.’ Ryu told 
Zuko.) 


The play was finished now, and people began beating on the drums, and Zuko was excited as 
he told Kojin that he could feel the — it took Kojin a moment to understand that he was 
talking about the vibrations. They could see Hana from where they were sitting. She looked 
very serious as she played her drum. 


Dancers came out and performed a choreographed variation of the Dancing Dragon; which 
legend told that Svaha had danced for Agni. 


After that was over, the Chief then came out onto the stage, and began talking about their 
bountiful harvest, and thanked the Spirits for their mercy, protection, and guidance. 


Kaori came out wearing an elaborately decorated robe. She then bowed in front of Chief Kaji. 
‘He’s making a speech about how she will serve her people,’ Kojin explained. 


Chief Kaji then poured a special mixture of oils over Kaori’s head. It wasn’t very much; just 
a small cup’s worth. 


‘The oils are to cleanse her, and wash away...evil and disease. To get rid of any possible 
Dark Spirits that shouldn’t be there.’ 


She went through a process of bowing several times, and then her mother placed a headpiece 
that was based on the Dragons on her head. The Masters circled overhead, and then landed in 


front of her. They both reached forward with their whiskers and touched Kaori’s forehead for 
several minutes. 


Kaori bowed to them as well when they separated. 
Two people brought forward cow-pigs decorated with blooming flowers. 


Zuko’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped in shock — as Kaori took a large knife that had 
clearly been crafted by someone with the Masters’ Blessing from how it shined even in the 
torchlight; and cut the throats of both animals. It was done so quickly and efficiently, any 
butcher would be proud. She didn’t even get any blood on herself. 


She then presented the cow-pigs to the Masters. 
They blew fire onto the offerings, and ate the cow-pigs in one bite. 


The Masters roared, and the people couldn’t help but wince from how loud the sound was. It 
was truly impressive that Kaori didn’t even flinch. The Masters took off, and circled 
overhead a few more times before they flew back to their caves. 


Kaori then removed the robe, showing off the tattoos that now decorated her arms, signifying 
her role. She walked over to a large pit and after a series of movements while the drums beat 
out a rhythm, she lit the pit on fire. The drumming stopped at the same time, in a dramatic 
fashion. 


“Come forward and offer your prayers and gratitude to Svaha, for a bountiful harvest.” Kaori 
announced solemnly. She was clearly nervous, but she carried herself very well. “May we 
continue to prosper in abundance, and always remember to give back a portion of what we’ve 
been given.” 


The people began to toss sacks of grain, fruits, veggies, spices, and bottles of oils into the 
fire. 


The combined scent of their burnt offerings was a pleasant one. 


Pima gave Zuko a small bag of wheat that had dried red poppies, and chrysanthemums tied to 
it with an orange ribbon so he would have something to toss into the fire. 


“We’re giving back to Svaha,’ Pima explained as she tossed in a small bag of rice with the 
same flowers tied to it as well, except it also had fire lilies, ‘our bounty is a result of her love 
and sacrifice.’ 


Red poppies for remembrance and sacrifice, chrysanthemum for harvest, fire lilies that were a 
sign of Svaha and Agni’s love — and so fire lilies were a wish to bless marriage. All tied 
together with an orange ribbon for harvest. 


‘Am I supposed to ask her for something?’ Zuko wondered. 


Pima got down on one knee so that she was level with Zuko. ‘You could ask her for guidance 
and protection for the people you love.’ 


Kojin found himself smiling as he observed the exchange. Pima looked exceptionally 
beautiful in the firelight. The way she focused wholly on Zuko, letting him know he had her 
full attention. 


He frowned a little as he looked at Zuko. He was just a child — why would — Kojin took in a 
deep breath to calm down. Now wasn’t the time to be thinking about such things. The kid 
would be okay. 


Zuko had a thoughtful expression. He gripped the small bag of wheat in his hand as he 
silently said a prayer. He then tossed the bag into the fire. Kojin briefly wondered what was 
going through his mind. 


The people began chanting Svaha’s Name as they raised their hands skyward. 


It was a sacrifice because she never saw her family again, and gave up aspects of her 
Humanity — and she would never again step foot in the mortal realm. But she showed a Great 
Spirit how to have compassion. 


‘They’ ve made the story a lot more dramatic and romantic over the years,’ Kojin added. 
Much of the original story had been lost to time and reinterpretation. 


Chapter End Notes 


Because of everything going on in this chapter, it turned into two so there’s no info 
overload. Several elements of this chapter is slowly setting things up for future events 
later in the story. 


There will be a quiz. 
ok 2 2 


Boiled Watermelons 


Chapter Summary 


Kojin makes a disturbing discovery. Zuko's training in the Lost Arts begins. 


Chapter Notes 


Warnings: Kojin reads Zuko’s scrolls/schoolbooks, and there are mentions of violence 
against people/children, and various things that happen to people on the losing side of a 
wat. 


Though I don’t intend to get too graphic, certain darker themes will be implied. If you 
feel at any time a warning definitely needs to be put into the tags of the fic because of 
something in the chapter, please let me know. 


My exhausted, insomniac brain wrote most of this, hopefully things make sense. Stuff 
gets pretty complicated, and even more will be explained next chapter to help clarify 
exactly what’s going on. 


“T pretty much have the entire thing figured out, so it shouldn't be too long or a complete 
series rewrite.” 


I lied to you, lovelies, and most of all, I lied to myself. Might as well laugh maniacally 
in the corner surrounded by this fic’s ever growing chapters and multiplying plot 
threads, all while ensuring they come together cohesively. 


As I’ve gone through my notes and all, it’s gotten bigger than I first assumed. It was 
going to be 20-something chapters, can you believe it?? Well, that plan’s pretty much 
been thrown out the window. 

I’m considering making this a series, and separating each “arc” into its own fic. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Previously: 
Mainland Fire Nation curriculum was... interesting , to say the least. 


“This is all wrong. It’s so wrong, it’s offensive in more ways than one. What the hell are they 
teaching you kids?” Kojin asked mostly himself. He nearly tossed aside the books and scrolls 
he didnt like. It'd make good kindling. He had plenty of his own scrolls, because Kojin loved 


history from all four nations. Before the Dragons had been hunted and the world was a more 
peaceful place, the Sun Warriors collected tomes from the other Nations. 


“If I was upset or angry while I tended to the harvest, I could cause the fruit to rot because 
my Inner Fire isn t at peace. It could spread to the other crops. Healing also takes a special 
kind of focus. A person could cause serious damage if they didn t heal someone correctly. 


That's why the Arts connected to such things can only be taught with a Blessing from the 
Masters, and never passed down in families like the attack Arts.” 


“The Masters can see deep, deep down in a persons heart,” Pima said, giving Zuko’; chest a 
small poke. “They can see what a person refuses to admit about themselves. They can tell if a 
person would abuse the power given to them.” 


There were times when Kojin was giving him an odd look; and he couldnt tell what it meant. 
Even Pima was looking at him at times, and she always masked her worry with a smile, 
teasing, and messing up his hair. 


‘Dont go anywhere by yourself.’ Kojin told him very seriously, looking uneasy about 
something. He’d tried hiding it, but it so obviously showed. ‘Dont wander out in the Ruins or 
go into any of the temples.’ 


The odd warnings felt completely out of nowhere. 


He frowned a little as he looked at Zuko. He was just a child — why would — Kojin took in a 
deep breath to calm down. Now wasn t the time to be thinking about such things. The kid 
would be okay. 


‘Didnt they steal from people?’ Zuko asked. ‘They were always taking and taking. So Fire 
Lord S-O-Z-I-N had to stop them before they made everyone else starve.’ 


Kojin was gaping at him now. “What? You...” Kojin pressed a hand to his mouth, looking 
really uncomfortable. Finally, he pulled his hand away. “That's what you...vou were 
taught?” 


Kojin had been so bothered by Zuko’s questions, he started to really wonder what the hell the 
kid had been learning. Kojin had briefly glanced at some random Earth Kingdom book when 
he first started tutoring Zuko — and he’d tossed it aside. It had been wrong. He absolutely 
hated misconstrued information and inaccuracy. 


At first, he just sort of considered leaving it alone. It was just inaccurate information that was 
all — major pet peeve, yes. But. Zuko was actually learning the correct information now 


though, so...what did it matter? But Kojin had this niggling feeling in his gut that refused to 
settle. 


So in between work, teaching and training Zuko, spending time with Pima, and everything 
else — he started reading the books and scrolls that Zuko had brought with him over the 
course of several weeks. There were quite a few to go through; since the kid was supposed to 
be learning from them for at least the next five or six years. 


He didn’t like what he was reading. 


By Agni’s Name, it was awful. Aspects of the Four Nations’ combined history was 
completely inaccurate. Things were skewed just enough to be believable, with accurate 
information sprinkled throughout. The accurate information though, was just slightly off— 
like someone was retelling a story they’d heard that had be told and retold and overheard, but 
getting the facts mixed up. 


But because Kojin had scrolls that detailed various aspects of the other Nations’ cultures, he 
knew how wrong and absurd the books were. 


The fact that things sounded so...ominously optimistic as the authors spoke of war and 
twisting words that made killing innocent people essentially seem justified — and seeing it all 
from one viewpoint, then yeah, it sounded perfectly justified. 


It sent uncomfortable shivers up Kojin’s spine and made his stomach turn. People who 
weren’t Fire Nation weren’t spoken of as if they were Human. 


Animals meant for slaughter were shown more decency. 


They called the Water Tribes savages because they wore animal skins and used bones as 
weapons... They taught that the Water Tribes ate people. There was so little food in the harsh 
winters that people supposedly resorted to eating their children, and the way they disposed of 
bodies was simply that they ate them. 


The Tribes didn’t eat their dead! That was taboo! The Tribes never did anything that 
grotesque. 


By this reasoning, they had to “rescue” people from themselves so they could be raised and 
taught properly. They stole children; snatched people from their homes, and justified it. 
Twisting around details saying, “the water savages attacked Fire Nation ships” and making 
themselves out to be the innocent victims. 


Of course they’d attack if they were defending themselves! 


The Tribes had such a different way of life, so that meant they were less educated; they were 
lesser because they didn’t have all the same advancements. Come on! The reason that they 
didn’t have the same advancements was because there was no need to! Or it was simply a 
lack of the same resources. Some combination of the two with other deciding factors. 


There was so much circular reasoning, and justifying such atrocities; words were twisted and 
woven so elaborately and expertly it could so easily be taken as fact if one didn’t step back 
and really look and think about what they were reading as a whole. 


Fire was superior because unlike the other Elements, Firebenders carried their Divine 
Element within themselves. Agni was clearly superior for that fact alone. 


Kojin of course, told Pima what he was reading. Well, more like complained — and she 
listened, offering her opinion here and there. 


He complained about the completely insulting inaccuracies to history and culture. There was 
something about it all, that reminded him of...it couldn’t be, could it? 


“Pima this is...” Kojin massaged his temple. “It’s all so infuriatingly off: I have this bad 
feeling about it all...like...something’s wrong.” 


“Like what?” 


“Maybe I’m mistaken, and by Agni, I hope I’m mistaken — but — this is starting to remind me 
of the various Spirit-Claimed stories.” 


Pima visibly stiffened. “I-I don’t know. The information’s already all twisted up anyway, 
right? You...we can’t be sure.” 


“Yeah. We can’t be sure.” Kojin agreed. Maybe it was wishful thinking on their parts. Maybe 
it was willful ignorance, and pretending everything was fine. 


Just in case, he told Zuko to not go anywhere by himself, and not to wander out into the 
Ruins and temples. Better safe than sorry. 


Today was going to be fun. Plus, this was great training for not only mastering control of 
Fire, but also Fires Breath and Fire's Bane. It had been nearly a year by now, and Pima had 
to do little to no corrections. Zuko still had a little bit more to go before she could consider 
him ready. 


Kojin brought a small cart of watermelons to the training yard. 


“We’re going to boil the watermelon without it bursting.” Pima happily announced. It was 
also delicious if done properly. So, bonus healthy snack for a job well-done. 


She stabbed a few holes into the melon, as a precaution. The holes prevented the pieces from 
flying off into random directions and inuring someone — which had happened when people 


were being stupid. It always cracked and burst for beginners. 
First, she demonstrated how to safely boil the melon and not cracking it. 


Placing it down on the ground, Pima sat at arms’ length away and concentrated. She 
demonstrated the correct way, and then what would happen if not done correctly. 


“Concentrate. Slowly pour heat into the melon.” Pima directed. “Feel how the heat moves.” 


Steaming watermelon pieces were soon splattered all around them. It was a sticky mess. At 
least they smelled nice. Sort of. 


Zuko’s first try cracked, of course and split. Zuko stared at the destroyed watermelon with a 
wide-eyed look. 


Pima and Kojin both laughed. 
“You'll get it. Wanna try again?” Pima placed another melon in front of Zuko. 


This time, he cracked the melon on purpose. Zuko looked very proud of himself for doing so. 
It was fantastic. Firebending was supposed to be passionately fun, too. Sen was gleefully 
burying her face into the stray melon bits and her white fur turned sticky pink with seeds 
clumped in. 


A few other animals — mole-birds, sparrow-rats, and lizard-mice snuck in to grab melon 
chunks. 


Zuko muffled a laugh behind his hand at the sight of Sen coming up for air before burrowing 
her face back into a chunk of watermelon. She yipped and protectively hovered over her 
melon whenever one of the other animals got too close. 


It was always good to hear him laugh and see him smile. 
They spent several hours trying to boil the melon without it cracking. 


‘Guide your fire, and be patient.’ Pima directed. ‘Focus on your breathing. Get a feel for how 
your Fire moves as the melon boils.’ 


As he did with everything, Zuko committed himself wholeheartedly. 


As she observed his progress over the following days, Pima gradually made the holes in the 
melons smaller. 


‘The smaller holes means you have to control more how much heat you’re putting into it. Too 
little, and it takes too long — and it won’t cook properly. Too much all at once, and it can--’ 
Pima blew a raspberry to help make her point. 


It had taken a few weeks to work their way there, but soon, the holes were about the size of 
Pima’s pinky finger. 


She watched as Zuko concentrated on boiling the melon — without burning the outside of it. 
About twenty minutes later, Zuko pulled away. 


‘I’m done.’ 

Kojin cut the melon in half to reveal a tender-looking, steaming inside. 
“Let’s see how it tastes,” Pima said, handing Zuko a spoon. 

‘It tastes like...steak? Kind of?’ Zuko looked thoughtful. 


Kojin sprinkled fire flakes on one half of the melon. They dug in, and — it was delicious. 
Boiled melon had all kinds of health benefits. 


“Good job,” Pima said, giving Zuko’s hair a ruffle. 
Zuko deservedly looked pleased. 


“Did you know you can make tea out of the seeds?” Koyjin asked. “You could probably make 
some for your uncle.” 


Zuko smiled at the suggestion. ‘I want to try it.’ 


Today, when Zuko entered the training yard, Pima was sitting seiza in the middle of it, 
surrounded by a wide circle of unlit candles. She grinned and waved at him, and he returned 
the greeting. 


‘What’s going on, today?’ Zuko asked. 
‘Sit,’ Pima indicated the spot in front of her with a smile. 
Zuko had one last cursory glance at the candles before sitting down. 


‘This is training, getting a feel for outside fire.’ Pima signed happily. She snapped her fingers 
and flicked her wrist. A string of fire spun around them, lighting all the candles within 
seconds. 


Which was an amazing trick, and Zuko wanted to try it, too. 
Pima waved at him to get his attention. 
‘Now. Training. This is how you’ll center your Chi. And feel fire outside of you.’ 


She breathed, and all the lit candles moved with her. ‘Get a feel for these candles, and breathe 
with them. It can be hard, because they are... a bunch of tiny, separate flames.’ 


She lit a small fire in her hands, and it moved like a heartbeat. Pima clenched her fists, and 
the candles went out with the fire in her hands. ‘I’1l show you how to do that. But first...’ 


Pima motioned to herself, “Remember your breath. Close your eyes and guide your Chi here. 
Imagine it traveling from five points into a ball, here. You should feel hot in your belly, but 
not like it’s burning when you’ve done it.’ 


Zuko concentrated, imagining that ball. They sat for hours, with him trying to guide and 
center his Chi. He felt his Inner Fire pulsing, but it didn’t feel like that hot-not-burning 
feeling like it was supposed to. 


Zuko huffed and childishly pouted. ‘I can’t feel anything like a stupid ball!’ 


‘Don’t get discouraged,’ Pima signed, and flicked Zuko’s forehead. It didn’t hurt or anything, 
but he pouted a little at that. ‘This could take hours, days, even weeks. Trying to force it will 
make it impossible. You’re only blocking yourself. Just relax and,’ she motioned with her 
hands, ‘breathe.’ 


Pima smiled, and leaned forward as if she were sharing a secret. ‘Let me tell you this: I took 
several weeks to master it. Almost two months!’ 


Zuko looked at her shocked. She was one of the best Firebenders he’d ever seen! He let her 
know this, of course. 


Pima ruffled his hair and grinned. ‘You flatter me, my cute student.’ 


Zuko huffed as he pulled away, but he was smiling. 


Zuko sat with Pima in the shade of a nearby tree, after a particularly intense training session. 


She had him ‘sensing’ for the candles. Zuko had sat for hours it felt like, blindfolded; trying 
to tell how many candles were lit, and where they were located. She and Kojin started 
moving the candles around without telling him. 


So technically, he had been right when he’d guessed where a candle had been. 
“You didn’t tell me you were going to move it!’ Zuko signed indignantly. 


‘I never said I wasn’t going to, either.’ Pima replied, with an impish grin. She started to sign 
something else, but Zuko didn’t pay any attention to that. 


‘It’s not fair, you can’t do that!’ Zuko argued. ‘I was right, you can’t tell me I was wrong 
because...’ 


Zuko stopped when Pima’s smile fell. Her eyes narrowed, and one eyebrow arched severely. 
She honestly looked as if she were going to slap him, or something. Seeing Pima angry was 
unnerving and a tiny bit scary. 


Speaking and signing, she said, “Do not take that tone with me, Zuko.” 
‘.... don’t have a tone.’ Zuko replied, trying not to look at her; ashamed for his disrespect. 
She snapped her fingers in front of his face, making him look at her. 


“The tone was all over your face and in your hands,” Pima waved her hands around in a sort- 
of mock Sign Language, likely an imitation of Zuko and his tone. He huffed. She then 
snapped her fingers again and pointed. “Up. Stretches, 30 hot-squats, and...review your 
basics.” 


Zuko slowly stood, trying to think of an argument that would spare him having to not do 
everything Pima had listed. 


“One word, and I'll make it an extra 50 hot-squats.” 


Zuko sighed in defeat, and accepted his punishment. This wasn’t nearly as bad as Hori 
smacking him when he’d been the slightest bit difficult. Or shooting fire at his feet when he’d 
messed up. 


He was truly grateful for how Pima was always patient with him. He’d learned far more from 
her in just a few months compared to the, what was it — three or four years he’d been with 
Hori. 


‘Sorry,’ he apologized, once he was done and thoroughly exhausted. 


“You’re already forgiven, my cute student.’ Pima poked his forehead. ‘People won’t be so 
kind as to tell you where they’Il be bending from when you’re in a real fight. You most of all 
have to pay extra attention, got it?’ 


‘Yeah.’ 


They went home for today. 


He’d just sat in one spot; focusing on candles and breathing, but it was somehow exhausting. 


They had just finished lunch, when Pima asked, ‘Has Kojin ever told you about the Lost 
Arts? Why they’re split up like they are?’ 


Zuko shook his head. 


‘I’m surprised he hasn’t yet!’ Pima shifted so that she was facing Zuko. ‘You know, there 
used to be a time when a// the Firebenders learned the Lost Arts. They could learn whatever 
they wanted, and there was no limit to how much they learned. 


‘But Humans sadly, are easily corrupted and can corrupt. Too much big-power goes to their 
heads. They think only of themselves. Other people are obstacles, what do they matter? 


‘A tyrant appeared. A woman. We don’t say her name. It’s bad luck to speak it. There’s 
power in names, you know. She doesn’t deserve to have it spoken.’ Pima picked up a stick. 
‘But we write it, so we can remember her evil, and not let hungry-power-ambition corrupt us 
at the cost of people’s lives.’ 


Pima wrote down the name, Hudyuan in the dirt briefly before quickly erasing it. 


‘Hundreds died in the fight to end her bloody-burning reign. People from all Four Nations 
were pulled into her war. After she was defeated, the Dragons decided that no-one could 
simply learn the Arts anymore. They would always be limited in what they could learn, and 
never allowed to be greedy. 


“You remember what me and Kojin told you, about our Arts? 


‘Now, only one person at any given time is allowed to know all of the Lost Arts at once. That 
person is our Chief. You can tell because of the tattoos on his face. He’ll pass his knowledge 
on to the next Chief when the time comes.’ 


‘The Arts have been broken up, and combined in various ways. Because of that, the other 
Lost Arts had to be broken up as well. To keep it fair between the Elements. It’s a deeply 
sacred rite. Many techniques are combined and overlaid. So two people can know the same 
techniques, but have other Lost Arts that go in completely different directions. Pretty cool, 
right?’ 


It really was cool. 


It was also...sad. The actions of one person had rippling effects across the Nations. He tried 
not to think of Great-Grandfather...it — it wasn’t the same, right? Not really? 


‘The Lost Arts used to...’ Pima paused, and did a weird, too-tight-crooked smile. ‘Never 
mind.’ Her smile went back to normal. Sort of. It was small, and didn’t exactly reach her 
eyes. 


That was...odd. Pima almost never told him ‘never mind’ before. She’d usually explained 
things. Or...if she randomly changed the subject, it wasn’t done so bluntly. 


‘Anyway. If you meet another Bender who knows certain Lost Arts of their Element, you can 
work together. I told you about how Firebenders and Earthbenders worked together to grow 
forests? We can do so much more than that.’ 


It seemed that Pima was trying to change the subject without directly changing it? If Zuko 
asked or called her out on it — would she tell him? What exactly would he even be calling her 


out on? 


‘The thing about Bending. It isn’t really our own. Not really. Bending is giving back, in a 
way. It’s creating for the sake of other people. Just because some people can’t Bend doesn’t 
mean they should be thrown out. 


“You remember when I showed you all the stuff people had made? When you make 
something for someone else — like a little statue, a vase, or a Weapon, you’re giving a 
personal wish to them. The more Benders working together to create something wonderful, 
the stronger that feeling is.’ 


‘A wish?’ 


‘Yeah...’ Pima smiled gently. ‘Like, giving someone a weapon that they’ Il carry into battle. 
You can wish for protection, wisdom, strength, and power. A wish that they’Il return home. 
They carry all of that with them. 


‘Or you give a small statue to a new household, with wishes that the people live long lives, 
are happy, they always have everything they need. 


‘The Lost Arts that are connected to crafting - Bending can create that. The way Kojin can 
help plants grow — it’s making sure farmers have plenty of crops to survive on and sell, 
supporting their families. 


‘The Lost Arts connected to fighting — it’s having the desire of protecting people — strangers 
and people you love — who can’t protect themselves from nasty-mean people who only want 
to destroy without a care. Understand?’ 


‘Yes.’ Zuko wondered if she was telling him this because it was really important, somehow. 
Or maybe it was just because it was interesting. 


Pima stood and stretched. She faced him. ‘Ready to try again?’ 


Zuko sighed, and nodded. He followed after her, not exactly looking forward to ‘sensing’ for 
a bunch of tiny flames. 


‘Don’t roll your eyes at me,’ Pima raised an eyebrow. ‘If you can sense tiny flames, you can 
sense flames like this,’ Pima sent a wave of fire into the air. 


‘But I can see it.’ Zuko sort of complained as he scowled. 


‘Yes.’ Pima agreed. ‘But what if you could tell how it was going to move? Not all 
Firebenders have this control or even care to.’ 


Pima paused, then faced him. ‘Make some flames. Be random, and just--’ she made what was 
probably some sort of sound effect and wiggled her fingers. 


She closed her eyes. 


Zuko arched an eyebrow. 


She peeked at him. ‘Today, please.’ 


Oh, right. Zuko just sent an arc of flames off to the side. He was fascinated when the flames 
reversed, and pulled towards Pima as she swept her arms gracefully in a swirling motion; 
sweeping her arms out to the sides, whirling around her before going out. 


‘A lot of accidents have caused burning destruction because someone didn’t have proper 
control. Or they don’t care for control.’ Pima told him. ‘But if you can pull even the tiniest 
spark towards yourself, you can stop a situation from going wrong. This is the kind of control 
you want. This is why you’re learning to sense something so tiny like a candle.’ 


Zuko felt a renewed sense of determination. 


Zuko dreamt he was sitting somewhere...he didn’t know where this place was, but he 
recognized it. It felt as if he’d been here before. There was a white, sandy beach, and the 
ocean. 


It all seemed endless, with the ocean and the sky blending into one, big, blue entity in the 
distance. 


He was sitting on a porch. When had he gotten there? How had he come to be here? He 
didn’t remember. 


Sitting next to him, was that strange, old man. He was staring out at the ocean; looking at a 
volcano in the distance. 


Zuko really studied him this time. He looked so familiar, but Zuko couldn’t place him. He 
had a Fire Lord’s crown in his Phoenix Tail; but he wasn’t dressed anything like a Fire Lord 
would be. Zuko remembered looking at all the tapestries of the previous Fire Lords back at 
the palace...this man wasn’t on any of them. Or at least...he didn’t remember him being 
there? It had been quite a few years since... 


The man felt...comfortable, and safe. 
Zuko knew this man, but he didn’t know his name. 


The old man slowly turned to look at Zuko. He reached and cupped the left side of Zuko’s 
face. His hands were warm — he was a Firebender. And he was powerful. 


The man looked so sad. 
I’m sorry 


This is my fault 


Words that were like a barely there thought brushed against Zuko’s mind. 
I should have stopped him 

The blue sky started to turn red, and the old man hugged Zuko so tight. 

It reminded Zuko of Mother’s too-tight hug when he left her behind. 

You shouldn t have to carry the burden of my mistake 


The world shook as it burned. 


Zuko woke up in a cold sweat. He shot to his feet, but his legs were tangled in his blanket. 
Zuko yelped as he crashed to the floor. He was gasping for air when someone leaned over 
him, and Zuko almost panicked. But a warm hand touched his arm, and it brought him back 
to reality. 


He was looking up at a visibly concerned Kojin who had a small flame in his palm; lighting 
up his face so Zuko could see. 


“You okay?’ 
Zuko sat up. ‘Bad dream. Weird.’ 


He brushed the left side of his face, but...it felt normal? It must have looked exactly the 
same, since Kojin didn’t say anything. 


Pima was there as well, and she quickly helped untangle the blanket, while Kojin ran glowing 
hands along Zuko’s arms and legs, and the back of his head — probably checking for injuries. 
He felt fine, but he appreciated the thought. 


Kojin looked relieved upon not finding anything. 


Pima brushed Zuko’s hair out of his face — far more gently then her usual, purposeful hair- 
ruffling. It actually reminded Zuko of Mother when she used to run her fingers through his 
hair. 


“You're really okay?’ Kojin asked again. 
Zuko could only shrug. ‘Just a dream.’ 
“You want to talk about it?’ Pima asked. 


He shrugged again. ‘It was just some weird dream.’ 


“You woke us up, Sen was barking.’ Pima frowned. ‘You made enough noise we were 
worried.’ 


He did? ‘Sorry.’ 


It was just some dream, wasn’t it? Still... Zuko told them what he could remember: sitting 
with an old man on a porch somewhere, and he was sorry about something. 


‘He hugged me, and then...there was an earthquake? The sky also turned red.’ 
Pima and Kojin shared a /ook between themselves. 
*...Perhaps Spirits are...showing you something important.’ Pima signed. 


Her expression was...although it was mostly hidden in the shadows since it was still dark out, 
Zuko could see enough of it to know something was off. Her smile was oddly tight and 
crooked. 


Zuko laid back down. 
“Want us to stay until you fall asleep again?’ Pima asked. 


Zuko blinked at her and blushed a little. He was probably getting too old to have another 
person there when he fell asleep. He’d be eleven in a few months. He wasn’t a baby. 


‘No.’ Zuko signed. Pima and Kojin both started to leave, but Zuko sparked his hands a little, 
getting their attention. He didn’t really look at either of them as he signed, ‘Maybe stay for a 
few minutes.’ 


‘Just a few.’ Pima agreed. 


They stayed much longer than a few minutes, but Zuko didn’t mind. He was asleep again 
soon after that, with Sen curled under his arm. 


One book detailed the slaughtering of the Dragons; the Masters themselves. This was... 


The Dragons they had...successfully killed...had been young. Adolescents who were still 
powerful, but didn’t yet know all the things a Dragon was fully capable of. 


That was the only reason the Firebender had won. There was no mention of those who had 
failed. Of course, why would there be? 


Kojin had a difficult time reading about the “valiant” conquests of Fire Benders killing off 
those who symbolized so much and had been gifted to them. The carriers of the Lost Arts 


who would have passed on their knowledge to those willing to learn. 


Back then, the Sun Warriors had only been somewhat aware of what Sozin was doing; the 
absurd beliefs he started spouting had caused them concern. And Sozin began hunting the 
Dragons; Agni and Svaha’s gift to them — the audacity! 


Kojin’s grandfather had told him that the Dragons had started hiding themselves among 
Humans; as a mercy. They were not willing to use true firebending on Agni’s Blessed. 


Meanwhile, Masters Ran and Shaw had chosen to remain in their Dragon forms in order to 
pass on the Lost Arts to those who still wanted to learn. 


It was also for the sake of people like himself and Pima, who wanted to pass on a legacy, but 
couldn’t without a Blessing from the Masters or having a child. It was believed that the 
Dragons could only pass on their Blessings and knowledge in their original forms. Likely due 
to some sort of Spirit-induced rules that only the Masters knew of; and normal people weren’t 
meant to know them. 


Would Sozin still have permitted the slaughter of the Dragons had he known that they were 
essentially killing people? Practically killing children? Taking everything else into account... 
it was difficult to say. 


No other Dragons had been born since then. It was likely because Svaha no longer wanted to 
lose her children. In a way, it was punishing the entire Fire Nation. Kojin felt exhausted 
frustration as he ran a hand through his hair. 


When Sozin’s madness started (what else could it be even be called at this point?) the Sun 
Warriors began pulling back and distancing themselves, not wanting anything to do with the 
man and his crazed ideals. 


The Wilds had given them fairly good protection; the Lesser Spirits drove people mad — and 
spirited many of them away. But some people had managed to get through, and to his 
ancestors’ shame they let the Shrines and temples fall into disrepair to make their land look 
abandoned. They didn’t want people exploring. Thank Agni they didn’t know about the Lost 
Arts — or if they did, they had no way of actually learning them without facing the Masters. 


The Sun Warriors certainly rebuilt, but they adapted on a smaller scale. They purposefully 
built to make the outside of the buildings look as if the city had fallen into disrepair. They 
made the traps surrounding the Ruins far more dangerous and deadly. They did not celebrate 
Chantico’s Comet the last time she visited lest they risk being noticed. 


Their city wasn’t nearly as impressive as it once was, unfortunately. 


Of all those who had managed to find them, Iroh was one of two people ever able to leave 
freely; promising that they’d never reveal the Sun Warriors’ greatest secrets. The rest 
contributed to the madness in the Wilds upon their passing. 


More than once, Kojin had to put whatever he was reading down and take in a calming 
breath. This was...horrifying. They twisted Agni’s Will around to fit their own narrative. 


Over and over, there was the oft repeated phrase; ““Sozin, the embodiment of Agni’s Will” or 
it was Azulon, depending on what year events took place... 


How could mere men think so highly of themselves? 


When Zuko found that he could sense each of the candles; how many were and weren’t lit, 
and where they were located even when they got moved, Pima cheered. She was obviously so 
excited, that she forgot to sign. 

“I’m so proud! Your -- -ing and --- the --- was just so--- and aw---!” 

She grabbed Zuko and hugged him really tight. He just sighed, and submitted to his fate of 
being hugged. He’d had no idea what she was saying, but she was happy — and happy for 
him. 


After several minutes, Pima calmed down. 


“You’re ready. I’m going to teach you something special, today. A bunch of the Sun Warriors 
learn this. It’s called, Dragon ’s Heart.’ Pima explained. ‘I told you that Dragons can see a 
person’s heart, and they can judge them. Us Firebenders can do the same thing, but not to the 
same, deep level. We can only see...’ Pima frowned and spun her hands a bit, searching for 
the right word, ‘...top emotion. Now, emotion.’ 


“We can do that?’ Zuko asked excitedly. 


“Yes!” Pima nodded. ‘People have a color of fire that surrounds them. Everyone does, 
Firebender or not. It’s the color of their heart. Color of /ife. You are a golden-yellow color... 
sort of like a big sunflower. It’s very warm.’ 


That made Zuko duck his head and blush. It was only somewhat embarrassing that her casual 
compliments always made him do so. 


“We can’t see our own. We know our own hearts, after all. Once you can tell me what color I 
am, we’ll move on.’ 


He nodded, looking forward to this lesson. 


‘Important thing. People don’t change color. They don’t go from green to red. It will always 
be that one color. No-one’s ever two colors.’ Looking serious, Pima added, “But dark 
colors... Sometimes, it’s just them having a bad day, or week, or something. 


‘But if someone is nearly black — think...’ bouncing her knee as she shifted, Pima continued, 
‘Pink that goes to really dark, almost black-red. They’re not black, but close to it.’ 


Pima frowned. ‘That near-black means that person still has hope of not crossing a line they 
can never come back from. Maybe they can still step away from it. But if they have a black- 
heart — it’s a twisted, evil, vile thing. Very scary. Those are the people you want to avoid if 
you can.’ 


Zuko slowly nodded, taking all the information in. 


‘What you’re going to do is wear this blindfold, and reach for my Fire with your Inner Flame. 
It’s sort of the same thing like when you were reaching out for the candles. Focus on me. 
Imagine a flame reaching out and connecting and...’ she twirled her fingers, searching for the 
word, ‘twisting together. Search for Life. Remember: Fire is Life.’ 


They still sparred and trained, of course; but over the course of the following weeks, Zuko 
spent hours just sitting, while being blindfolded. It was best described as being boring. 


Kojin often came with them, offering advice when and where he could. 


In the darkness of his blindfold, Zuko thought of Pima and Kojin. His fingers twitched where 
he rested them on his lap. He thought of flames reaching out towards both of them, but not 
burning. Deep breath. After some time, he felt a...pulse? It was a feeling he slowly began 
reaching for, and encouraging it to come closer. Or was he approaching it? 


But soon, there was a small, pink flame in front of him. A sort of dark orange one was off to 
the side. Like a pair of heartbeats. 


His eyes were still closed, but he could still somehow see in a way. He stared at the pink 
flame in front of him. It felt...bouncy and light. Like sakura trees? 


The dark orange felt calm, steady, and determined. It reminded him of a combination of 
summer and fall. 


Zuko removed the blindfold, and the colors slowly disappeared. 
“You’re...pink,’ he signed to Pima, and to Kojin, ‘You’re orange.’ 
Pima cheered, while Kojin patted Zuko’s shoulder. 


“Good job, kid.” 


Winter was steadily closing in; and in the Fire Nation, that meant the nights were slightly 
colder — and rain. Lots and lots of rain. Winter storms would kick up, soaking anyone who 
was unfortunate enough to get caught in them. 


Zuko had some memories of watching the storms with Mother and Azula. He remembered 
lightning flashes, and how he hugged Mother tightly when it’d gotten too loud. There was 
that time that Azula had flinched as lightning ripped across the sky. She’d pretended she 
hadn’t been scared. 


(He wondered how she was doing.) 
The storms also brought humidity when it cleared up in the afternoons. 


The air practically clung to them — and everyone just had to accept everything that came with 
it. Hopelessly frizzy hair; sweat; certain foods risking going stale if not stored properly... 


But staying inside all day while equally miserable was worse; because that meant boredom. 
So being outside, while it felt like wading through heavy-wet-sticky-hot misery; it was better 
than being cooped up. 


Hana had some sort of duty or something with Yong-Am, so she wasn’t able to play with 
them that day. 


Ryu and Zuko though, didn’t really mind. 


They were playing in one of the abandoned yards; Ryu was striking a broken pillar with a 
segmented staff, while Zuko practiced his sword forms. 


Ryu got Zuko’s attention. He signed, while asking, “Have you ever tried cutting a boulder 
with your swords?” 


No, Zuko hadn’t. ‘No sword could do that.’ 


“But there are all kinds of stories of swordsman cutting boulders in half.” Ryu insisted. He 
very dramatically chopped his hand through the air and made the motions of a boulder falling 
apart. 


‘Those are just plays and Spirit-tales.’ Zuko pointed out. 
“Well. Those stories exist for a reason, right? I mean, there’s a kernel of truth in every story.” 
Ryu then had to briefly explain what ‘kernel of truth’ meant. 


“It would be awesome to see, wouldn’t it?” Ryu asked. “Wouldn’t it be cool if you could do 
it?” 


Yes, it would. 
‘But it’s impossible.’ 


“T’ve researched it, you know.” Ryu told him. “The thing all the stories have in common is, 
the swordsman intensely focusing, taking a deep breath, speed, and striking true — believing 
and not doubting they could do it. I bet you could do it if you tried.” 


Zuko startled a bit. Ryu really thought that? 

Well... 

It would be cool if he could. 

‘I could try, I guess.’ 

“You should probably start with something simple,” Ryu glanced around, until he pointed out 
a large rock. Or was it a small boulder? When exactly did it go from being a rock to being 


called a boulder? 


The rock-maybe-a-boulder was already cracked halfway through, so the work was already 
halfway done for him. He just had to cut it the rest of the way. 


The first time, Zuko was a few feet away. He swung in the direction of the — his target. 
Nothing happened. 


“Maybe try building up to it?” Ryu suggested. 


Zuko went through a series of complex spins that were supposed to help build up speed. 
Again, nothing happened. 


Maybe he had to actually touch it? 


So, Zuko tried again; all the same moves, and struck in a fierce arc downwards — and his 
blade bounced off, vibrations ringing through his entire body. 


Ryu took a closer look at the boulder-maybe-a-rock and smiled. “I think I saw it shift, a 
little.” 


Maybe he had it this time? Zuko tried again, but this time — the blade slid down in the crack 
and got very jammed. 


He pulled at it, but couldn’t get it out. 

Ryu also tried to help — but — it wouldn’t budge. 

This was bad... 

“Oh, no...” Ryu looked panicked. “We should...tell...I don’t know...” 


Embarrassingly, Zuko had to tell Pima and Kojin that he’d lost one half of his dao. And that it 
was currently jammed in the crack of a rock-boulder. 


“How’d that even happen?” Kojin asked, looking as if he were trying to figure something 
out. 


Zuko glanced at Ryu for help, but — Ryu was looking elsewhere, and — he just said, “I’m 
sorry. It was my fault...” and offered up nothing else. 


“Zuko. How exactly did your sword get stuck?” 


Zuko bit his lip a little, and glanced very much off to the side, desperately trying to think of 
an excuse — beyond what he’d been trying to do. 


But nothing came to him, except for, ‘I don’t know. It just happened?’ 


He couldn’t think of a believable lie... why hadn’t he thought of a good one on his way back 
home?! 


Pima looked far too entertained as she hid a smile behind her hand. 
He focused back on Kojin. 

Kojin didn’t look impressed. “And how exactly, did it ‘just happen’?” 
Finally, Zuko admitted that he’d been trying to cut the boulder-rock. 
“Seriously?” Kojin asked. “Seriously?” 


He glanced at Pima, who was now lying her face down on the counter and her shoulders were 
shaking. She was very obviously laughing at Zuko. 


Zuko’s face burned. 


He looked at Ryu, who started signing, “It was my fault, I wanted to see if Zuko could cut the 
boulder, so I...” 


Ryu looked guilty. 

Kojin motioned for both of them to walk. 

“Let’s go see if we can get it out...” 

The blade unfortunately, had perfectly slotted itself into the crack. 

Pima got one of her friends to come help — because he had the tools for it. 


They did get the sword out — but it was damaged. It was scratched and had a — what Pima’s 
friend called ‘hairline crack’. The blade would break if Zuko tried to use it. 


Ryu looked like a kicked rhino-puppy. 


He wouldn’t stop apologizing. Zuko had to convince him that it was okay, because he’d gone 
along with it. 


“You can get new dao,” Kojin assured Zuko. 


“You know,” he said to Zuko on the way back, “There was the time I got stuck in a tree. I was 
a year older than you are now. I wanted a rope swing, and I wanted to do it myself. Well. I 


managed to tangle myself in the rope and branches. My dad had to cut me down. My brothers 
still don’t let me forget it.” 


Winter also meant — Zuko’s birthday, and Pima’s as well, though hers was just a month and a 
day after his. 


They went to Pima’s parents’ house for the party. Compared to the parties he’d had back at 
the palace before he’d been flawed...he’d had to sit there, and watch. (And it made him feel 
like he’d been on display.) This party was small. But then, it was also the only one he’d had 
after being flawed that wasn’t just Mother and a few servants. Azula had snuck in to see him, 
late into the evenings; or sometimes it was the next day. She was the only friend who’d come 
to see him. 


Wasn’t that a depressing realization? 


Nani kept pinching at Zuko’s cheeks, causing him to blush more than once. None of it hurt, 
though. He couldn’t even consider it annoying. She also kept piling his plate with food. 


Gramps had a slate and some pencils, and sat there talking with him while showing him how 
to play a few card and board games. None of them had overly complicated rules and 
strategies like Pai-Sho. 


Gramps did his best to sign here and there, and Zuko truly appreciated the effort. 
“You've really gotta work on your ****** face, kid.” Gramps told him. 
He then had to write down ‘poker face’ and then explain what that term meant. 


It was honestly one of the best parties he’d ever been to. He didn’t really have to try and lip- 
read; his attention wasn’t really being pulled every which way; he wasn’t an observer; he 
didn’t feel like he was on display; he didn’t have to pretend to know what was going on, and 
he was actually included in everything. 


Hana looked particularly pleased when she gave Zuko a little turtle-duck toy she had sewn. 
Ryu gave Zuko a wooden, carved and painted Dragon on a string toy. 


“They almost didn’t get done in time,” Kojin signed with one hand a bit clumsily as he 
placed a cloth bundle on the table in front of Zuko. 


Carefully, Zuko unwrapped the bundle to reveal a pair of Dao. He picked them up, gingerly. 
Komodo-rhino hide sheaths... 


‘Can I unsheathe them? I’1l be careful.’ 


After getting permission, Zuko stepped away from the others so he wouldn’t accidently hit 
someone — or — someone wouldn’t worry about being hit. He unsheathed the sword, and it 
shined for the briefest of seconds, like direct sunlight had hit it. 


All at once, several emotions hit him. He felt a sense of warmth from the Dao. Like he could 
go up against anything and win. A sense of hope, courage, and safety. He had a calmness that 
gave him focus. 


He looked at the blades — there was a pattern of twisting Dragons, but it was subtle enough 
that it could pass for a unique pattern. 


“Our wish for you is contained in these dao.” Kojin said, resting a warm hand on Zuko’s 
shoulder. 


Zuko ducked his head, and quickly — but carefully, sheathed the swords. He bowed to both 
Pima and Kojin for a few seconds. 


“Thank you.’ 


Zuko deservedly felt proud of himself when he managed to light the candles, and snuff them 
out all at once — just like Pima had done. 


He focused on Pima’s movements, and how the fire moved. 


Zuko didn’t even flinch as Pima shot a wild stream at him. From an outsider’s perspective, 
Zuko wondered if they would think she wasn’t in control. But from her quick, and precise 
movements, it was obvious to Zuko how much control she was actually in. 


Zuko had a close call more than once. 


A few times, the flames singed his hair, and the smell was awful. He winced when his skin 
was somewhat burned — but it wasn’t bad enough to scar. Pima actually wasn’t trying to 
attack him — the fact that this was her holding back, made him wonder what Pima would be 
like in a real fight. 


And when he actually caught the fire; spinning it around in his hand for a few seconds, 
slowing its momentum, so that it wouldn’t spark everywhere; he then released it into the sky. 


He’d done it...just like the Sun Warriors had on that day. Zuko beamed at Pima. 
She smiled, proud and warm. She grabbed Zuko into a tight hug, before letting him go. 
The air seemed to shift... Pima looked particularly serious. 


She signed and spoke. “Starting tomorrow, Ill teach you the Lost Arts that I know.” 


Zuko absolutely beamed. He was so excited, without really thinking, he asked, “Really?” 
He froze, and Pima was now staring at him. 
That had been an accident. 


His voice was unpleasant. She probably hated it. Or maybe she’d want him to start talking all 
the time. Maybe she would-- 


Pima was hugging him again, cutting off his thoughts. She also ruffled his hair before letting 
him go. 


Pima spoke and signed. “I’m so proud of you!” 


She gently pulled him along, as they headed home. “I can’t wait to tell Kojin that you’re 
finally going to learn the Arts! We’re gonna make all your favorites for dinner tonight to 
celebrate.” 


And that was that. She didn’t act any different; and she didn’t try and push him to use his 
voice. 


He wondered if she told Kojin — but... Kojin didn’t act any different or say anything. 


They came to a rocky beach that morning to begin their lessons. Sen was currently exploring 
the cliffs, and various areas along the shore. She was smart enough to stay away — and 
observe from a distance. 


They were surrounded by mountainous hills; and the terrain was mostly bowl-shaped. 


It was impossible for ships to come here, since they would have had to navigate through 
winding pathways and swirling whirlpools that could tear ships apart or suck them under the 
waves. There were also jutting rocks that ships had too high a risk of being rammed into. 
There were also Spirits — and a several dark ones — those who had been pulled under and not 
properly buried. 


So they attacked ships that got too close. 
Or at least, that was what her Grandfather claimed. 


But they had plenty of privacy here, and could firebend to their collective hearts’ content 
without worry of discovery. 


Pima’s family helped her set up several training dummies and melons for target practice. 


Mama, Papa, and Kojin, all stood off to the side, waiting and watching. 


Pima formed the Flame, and bowed. Zuko copied her. She straightened, then signed as she 
spoke. 


“Zuko, Master Ran has given me the blessing and ultimate honor of passing these lessons 
onto you. May Agni’s Fire favor you; and light the path wherever life leads you; granting you 
wisdom. May Svaha’s love empower you; always blazing with courage, fighting to protect 
and never destroy.” 


Motioning for them to sit, Pima sat very straight, so Zuko did, too. He was looking at her 
wide-eyed, ever the willing student. Pima could certainly be serious when it came to 
ceremony, and her student seemed a bit thrown that she was being such. 


Kojin sat off to the side, interpreting for her. She needed to have her hands free. 


“First, there are strict-tight rules. You remember when I told you how the Master can see your 
heart? How they can tell if a person would abuse the power given to them?” 


Zuko slowly nodded. 


“You can teach these Lost Arts to your children, if you have them. Because you know the 
blessed burden that is Fire, and you’ll pass that understanding on to them. You know the 
nasty-burning-pain it causes when someone uses it in anger. But, if there is someone you 
want to teach who’s outside of your family, do not share this knowledge with them. I told you 
about the Tyrant. 


“Some people go their entire lives not being Blessed by the Masters, because the Masters can 
see their true selves. The Masters know that they would use that power just like she did.” 


Zuko visibly swallowed and nodded. 


“Controlling Fire is controlling anger. Getting angry is normal. But when you lash out and 
burn, harm, and do not care, even without the Master’s blessing... People who cannot control 
anger and Fire have no right to learn. Their jealously is big-loud. Being jealous is normal. It’s 
a Human emotion. But it’s how you handle jealousy when you feel it. Do not let jealousy 
control you. 


“T’m warning you, do not share these Lost Arts with other Firebenders outside of family, no 
matter how good and just and kind you believe they are. You do not know their deep, deep, 
true heart. Do not take that risk.” 


This was why they were kept in certain families. And why it was only through the Blessing 
of the Masters that outsiders could be permitted to learn them. 


Zuko quickly agreed. 


“Good boy. What I’m going to teach you are what I know of the attack Arts. They are 
dangerous — they are to be used to fight and passionately protect those you love — for 


desperate enough self-defense. But you’Il have to be the judge of when and where to use 
them. 


“They are called, Fire's Breath, Fire’s Bane, and Amaterasu s Blaze.” 


First off was Fire's Breath. Firebending was so closely connected to breathing, that Pima’s 
grandmother had told her how Firebenders used to go to the Air Nomads just to learn 
breathing techniques. 


(How unfortunate that had been lost) 


There was of course, the normal way to breathe fire. Pima stood, and turned away; she took a 
deep breath in; and let out a stream of flames from her mouth. Simple enough. 


It was the basics. 


“Now. Take a deep, deep breath in, down into your belly, pulling, gathering, and centering 
your Chi here.” 


Pima smacked her stomach. She emphasized breathing in deeply, allowing a few seconds to 
pass as her Chi gathered into her belly like a hot ball. 


She then whirled her hands in front of her, releasing a massive stream of flames — controlling 
and spreading the blaze outward. Several rocks around them cracked loudly and melted from 
the severe heat. 


She performed the technique again, but cupped her hands around her mouth. This allowed for 
a winding, thin, controlled burst. Sort of like a twisting Dragon. With a twist and a thrust of 
her hand, she struck several melons that were set up several feet away and up above them on 
various ridges — cleanly searing through — the melons melted into overcooked, nasty- 
smelling, steaming blobs. 


She struck holes through thick rocks, searing and melting. 


A third time. She made a twisting inferno that tore through the training yard. The rocks 
around them melted, and everyone else — they clearly could feel the intense heat from the 
flames as it melted and burned the ground; leaving behind a large, black scar. 


Zuko was looking at her absolutely transfixed. 
Fire's Bane was next. 


Just like reaching out, lighting and putting out the candles — they could do the same thing to 
other people — and other Firebenders especially. 


They could burn, incapacitate...and — they had to pause a moment to explain what 
‘incapacitate’ meant. 


“Oh. It means weaken. You can pull at their internal Flame. Put it out, sort of, but not kill. It 
makes them not able to move for a few minutes.” 


Taking out one person or a few more was easy enough — striking at their bellies, lungs, or 
Inner Fire with a fierce jab. It could take a Firebender out for several hours, because it was 
hitting them internally. 


It was possible to do several people at once without touching them — but that involved pulling 
their Chi — their very life force. 


“By using your own. So be careful. It can tire you out doing too much at one time, and not 
letting your Chi time to recover.” 


But it could slow down a too-large crowd — giving a person or others a tiny bit of time to 
fight back or escape. If they were desperate enough and cornered — and didn’t think they 
could get out of a situation using conventional means. 


The next level was combustion. Bursting the other person’s Chi from the inside out — just like 
the melons — refining it to such a point that the user either burned the person entirely — or 
only certain points like their limbs and keeping the person alive — unable to use their arms 
and legs. But that was done as — cruelty by the Tyrant. Or a punishment — showing a person’s 
shame — they had done something so dishonorable; they hadn’t deserved to die, but they 
didn’t deserve to Bend or be free. 


Kojin then walked over to assist her. 


The final level of Fire s Bane was... Pima reminded Zuko that a person’s Chi path was 
located in the belly - she pointed at Kojin’s stomach. 


Zuko was looking at her wide-eyed. 


“Zuko, you should only use this when you are cornered and desperate and have no other way 
out with someone very powerful. Okay? If you feel like you can’t do anything else, and must 
resort to more drastic measures — and I mean, you strike with the intent of taking their life. 
Only — only if the situation absolutely calls for it — you can use this. Please. Promise me 
you’ll only use it in super-absolutely desperate times.” 


Frowning, he still nodded. His expression looked hesitant and nervous. She waited for a few 
minutes as Kojin had to explain what a few of the words that she’d just used meant. 


Zuko was understanding how serious she was taking this. That was good. Because — this was 
a move no-one should ever go out of their way to use. The Tyrant had loved using it — 
bloody-burning-destruction. 


“This move uses a person’s Chi — or a Firebender’s Inner Flame, against them.” Pima faced 
Kojin, signing as she did. “Never, ever do this with your arms stretched out like this. Even if 
you lock your arms, your bones,” she linked her fingers then violently separated them. 
“They’ ll shatter into splinters. Always, always come in like this.” 


She ducked down and came up into Kojin’s stomach, and braced her shoulder against him. 
The flat palm of her other hand was placed next to her shoulder. 


“Brace yourself against their body like this, channel your Chi into them — just like you did 
with the melons and then...” she spread out her hands, rather dramatically, ““You have a... 
boom.” 


Zuko’s expression was...he didn’t seem like the type of kid who would use techniques like 
this for the heck of it. Which was really good. 


The next was Amaterasu’s Blaze. 


This was similar to catching the bursts of flames, except — they always would catch and hold, 
then toss away. Part of the reason that they couldn’t simply hold onto another person’s flames 
for an extended amount of time was because it wasn’t their own — a person’s Chi went into 
their fire. 


Opposing Chi fought and repelled each other. It was why it was best to cut through 
someone’s Fire with your own — or catch and release it quickly. Otherwise, it could damage 
Chi paths in the user’s hands. Hands were kind of really necessary. 


Part of the training that they did on a normal basis was combining their Fire and tossing it 
between themselves — was so that they could learn control, timing, endurance, and speed with 
great efficiency. Getting a feel for how fire moved; how combining it felt so powerful. If it 
was just one person, arrogantly thinking they could control it on their own; they would lose 
control and be consumed. 


Amaterasu’s Blaze, though — it took manipulating Chi to grab control of another Firebender’s 
flames. 


She motioned to Zuko to stand next to her. 


Mama, Papa, and Kojin all sent streams of fire at her. Pima whirled her arms, whipping the 
flames around her; manipulating them as if they were her own. The fire got bigger as her 
parents and Kojin basically fed the flames with their own fire. 


Pima manipulated the flames so that they swirled around them and in between them. 


It was a combination of manipulating her Chi — breathing — and — dancing with the flames. 
They moved with her, and she moved with them. 


They were not her flames, but they were hers to control. 
She struck the training dummies, burning them up. 
Zuko was watching, absolutely transfixed at how they moved through the blaze. 


Sweat rolled down Pima’s brow. She finally reached her limit, and released the flames into 
the air. She rubbed her hands together to get rid of the pins-and-needles feeling in them. 


“This is for when you have a whole bunch of enemies with fire. You can grow your flames, 
but you have to keep moving. You can control them with your Chi — but it can eat away at 


your energy. Give and take, kinda. It’1l make you collapse if you aren’t careful and use too 
much.” 


‘That was.../ can learn to do all that?’ Zuko didn’t really look as if he could believe it. 
“You will.” Pima smiled. “I have faith in my cute student, after all.” 


Zuko visibly flushed — words of praise often got him too easily flustered. So she kept saying 
them. Even when he’d finally stop getting flustered, she’d keep saying them. 


“Now, you’re going to learn using your Chi to passionately heat up your flames.” 


Zuko stood very straight, all-too-seriously. ‘I’m ready.” 


Hana walked confidently along overgrown tree roots and over broken pieces of buildings. 
Nature had reclaimed this part of the Ruins. The roots were so dense, they made perfectly 
fine pathways. 


Ryu and Zuko followed after her, though — they followed along off to the side. Ryu insisted 
on scooting alongside the old buildings, because he was worried about the roots not 
supporting his weight or something stupid like that. 


“Tm telling you,” Ryu insisted, “that it isn’t safe! This is definitely for sure a path that won’t 
fall out from under you!” 


Zuko seemed more amused than anything as he followed Ryu. 
It seemed that he was treating Ryu’s pathing more like a game. 


She turned when she heard Sen yipping, and some other creature screeching. Sen shot out 
from under some bushes, chasing a squirrel-pig. It didn’t take very long for Sen to catch her 
prey. She then climbed up onto Zuko’s shoulders and tried to shove it into his mouth. 


It was a common enough occurrence that Zuko seemed to block the attempt without really 
having to think about it. 


Sen whined, like she was scolding and complaining. 
She carried her meal while riding Zuko, probably waiting for the chance to eat it in peace. 


“Be careful, look at that!” Ryu pointed at something — only he could see the danger of 
whatever it was. He stepped over something so cautiously that it looked as if he were trying 
to avoid one of the traps. But come on. 


“There aren’t any traps, here you know.” Hana said a bit smartly. 
“There may not be any traps — but there’s a massive hole!” Ryu shot back. 


‘It’s not that big...” Zuko pointed out, and Ryu seriously panicked over nothing as Zuko 
stepped into the hole — and it wasn’t that deep. Zuko just walked out of it like he was walking 
up stairs. 


“You're being all panicky over noth-AHHHH!” Hana yelled as she fell. 
Ryu cried out — and Zuko started running over to her. 


Hana stood up, pointing at them and laughing like they were a couple of idiots — especially 
Ryu. He was too much fun to tease because he worried about nothing. Seriously. 


There were certainly things he was willing to try — like climbing really high trees, as long as 
he knew he could get down. And yeah, he may have accidently caused Zuko to lose a Dao. 
But — he probably thought that they could try it, and in their little experiment either Zuko 
couldn’t cut the dumb rock — or he could. 


Hana thought that if she had been there, she would have told them they were being dumb, 
and she would’ve had the gratification of being right. 


But — he liked having some kind of safety, or whatever. Have the assurance of — not taking 
too-crazy or too-dangerous risks. 
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“That’s not funny, Hana!” Ryu complained. 


“See? It’s nothing.” Hana bragged a little to Zuko, who only rolled his eyes and scowled at 
her. 


He admonished her with no words. Hana pouted. “It was just a joke. You guys should learn to 
take one.” 


‘Whatever.’ 
There was a massive peach-berry tree on hill out here. 


The fruit was so juicy, Hana had to bend over while eating it; otherwise it’d dribble down her 
chin and onto her clothes. 


Ryu climbed the tree, and grabbed several of the fruit — and dropped it down to her and Zuko 
below. 


They enjoyed the fruit, and tossed a several to Sen — who had a riot jumping up and catching 
the fruit out of the air. 


When Agni slowly started to rest, Hana pointed out the Ruins, and their home, and the way 
his light hit everything, making the shadows stretch across the fields. 


Zuko said that it was beautiful. 

It most certainly was, which was why Hana loved it here. 

She heard the call of a lizard-owl in one of the trees, somewhere. 
When the air started getting a bit nippy, Ryu stood. 

“We should head back, now. Before it’s too dark.” 

Ryu insisted on scooting along the edges of buildings. 


Zuko followed her this time. Because he was smart, and didn’t have dumb fears about falling 
into the ground or something. 


They said their goodbyes outside of Pima and Kojin’s house, and made plans to do something 
else tomorrow or a few days from now — because all of them had their own obligations. 


Kojin started finally got around to reading the book detailing the war with the “Air Army”. 
The book made Air Monks sound like war generals. It was such a ridiculous, conflicting 
concept. 


... They taught that the Air Nomads stole children from their mothers, and kidnapped others. 
That...was a twisted kernel of truth. The Air Nomads had impersonal physical relationships 
with each other; but had extremely close friendships. Air Nomad women never even saw the 
babies she’d given birth to, but she still helped take care of them amongst the other children. 
She simply never knew who the father was; or which one was her child. 


It was simply how they practiced detachment. 


And yes, they took children — but that was because some Monks ran orphanages and schools 
outside of the Air Temples. 


And seriously. What was with these people and naming things after themselves? Couldn’t 
they at least get a little more creative? Sozin and Azulon were truly full of themselves. 


The more Kojin read about this so-called war with the Air Nomads, the more he became 
increasingly disturbed. He never once thought in his life he’d read about someone twisting 
things around so much they could actually justify genocide; genuinely make it seem like it 
was for the greater good of the world, and make it sound believable. 


Who in Agni’s Light actually thought that this... 


Was this how they justified it? 


He stopped, doing a double, then triple take because he had to read a paragraph a few times 
over to make absolutely sure he understood it. 


‘Agni heard the desperate prayers of his people, and the Comet that comes every 100 years 
was perfectly aligned with the timing of the inevitable fight. Fire Lord Sozins soldiers now 
stood a fighting chance against the Air Nation s armies. Even with the power of Sozin’s 
Comet, the valiant men and women struggled against the Scourge ’s storms.’ 


Wait...what? What?! 


A feeling of dread washed over Kojin. He couldn’t have. Did Sozin actually name Chantico 
after himself?! Or was that what people started calling her and no-one bothered to correct 
them? They used Chantico’s power to...s/aughter people? 


Kojin swore under his breath and squeezed the book in his hands. He had to put it down at 
the risk of accidently setting it on fire. Deep breath, in and out. 


Be calm, and try not to panic. 
This wasn’t good. 


What if... Maybe it was nothing. Please, Agni, let it be nothing. Except... Sozin had pretty 
much listed all of his crimes, pretty much bragging about them like some great 
accomplishments. 


And Zuko was here. 


And...Chantico’s Comet was in their lifetime, wasn’t it? Right now, the Ruins were the worst 
place Zuko could be in. They were surrounded by temples and Shrines dedicated to Agni and 
his Children, along with Lesser Fire Spirits. 


It was better to be safe than sorry. 


That evening, after Zuko had gone to bed, Kojin showed Pima the paragraph. She frowned at 
what she read, and her expression fell. 


“He gave Chantico a new name...and used her power for...that...”” Pima looked stricken. Her 
voice was eerily quiet. “Oh, no, no, no. Kojin...this...this can’t be. It could be wrong. The 
information’s already all twisted up. It’s probably a mistake.” 


Pima sounded as if she were telling herself that more than she was Kojin. 


“Pima. The last time Iroh was here, he introduced himself with his royal title. Azulon is his 
father, and — Sozin is...was...’ Kojin stared at the book on the table in front of them as if it 
were the very source of the problem. He gripped Pima’s hand in his, and she squeezed back, 
with a feeling of quiet desperation. “And Zuko is his nephew. So, you know that’s not true.” 


“We should tell the Chief and Priestess Kaori. She’ Il...she’ll know what to do. Maybe.” 


Kojin hoped so. 
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Spirits may Curse, Bless, Choose, and Claim... 


One more thing, Dwaeji nodded to one of the bird children, and he came forward with an 
egg-shaped vial that was filled with water from the Golden River. Your nephew bears...a 
tremendously...heavy burden...no one should...ever have to face. 


Something was off, Zuko was sure of it. But he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what “it” 
was. Both Pima and Kojin had been giving him strange looks lately. 


Whenever Pima was worried, she smiled. But it was in a too-tight-lopsided way; like she was 
trying too hard to be casual. She started having that crooked smile way too much. 


It loosened to her usual smile when Zuko was with her for extended amounts of time, and she 
looked so relieved. 


Kojin was just short of hovering. He had started emphasizing Zuko knowing how to fight 
more and more lately. He also started teaching Zuko even more about the Spirits. Zuko would 
have been annoyed at him if Kojin’s worry wasn’t so blatantly obvious. But Zuko had no idea 
what he was worried about. 


Pima and Kojin had Zuko go to Gramps and Nani’s house while they went...somewhere. 
They didn’t seem to be doing something like a date, or whatever. They were both in their 
usual clothes. 


He’d wanted to see Ryu and Hana today, but they’d told him “no” and didn’t explain. 


It was getting increasingly annoying and frustrating because neither of them were telling him 
what was going on. 


Gramps and Nani only had a small grasp of Sign Language. Mostly, they used simple signs, 
and had a slate on hand to write stuff down. 


Zuko was sitting in the kitchen while Nani was making something? 


She was cutting up fruit and mixing it together. Nani glanced at him and smiled. She asked 
him something, but he didn’t catch it. 


So Zuko got up and walked over, and made a motion, asking for Nani to repeat herself. 
“Do you want to help?” she nodded to the fruit on the counter. 
Shrugging, Zuko figured why not. He didn’t like just sitting around doing nothing anyway. 


Nani told him to wash his hands, and then she showed him how to cut the fruit and mash it 
up; mixing everything together. 


She then rolled some dough, and showed Zuko how to do that as well. 


This was also the point where Zuko learned that Nani and Gramps were just as weird as Pima 
and Kojin. Maybe even more so. 


Gramps walked into the kitchen and kissed Nani. While she was focused on him, Gramps 
snuck some of the chopped fruit. Nani wacked Gramps’ hand, but it didn’t seem to bother 
him...so it didn’t hurt? Gramps laughed as he ate his prize and then...smacked Nani’s butt... 


Nani whacked Gramps’ arm, leaving behind a floury handprint. 


She was pointing and gesturing, and Gramps gleefully grabbed another handful of chopped 
fruit before making his escape. 


Nani turned back to the counter, shaking her head. But she was smiling, and didn’t seem even 
the slightest bit angry. 


Blushing, Zuko felt sort of like he’d just witnessed something personal he shouldn’t have 
seen. Though, Zuko couldn’t even imagine his grandparents acting like — like that. It was...it 
wasn’t exactly something people should do in public...well, they were in their house. But 
they’d done that in front of him...was that wrong? 


Nani didn’t even seem to acknowledge what Gramps had done. She just started to form the 
dough into little balls with the fruit, and showed Zuko how to do it. 


Nant’s looked perfect, while Zuko’s were somewhat misshapen and inconsistent in size. 
But they still tasted good. 
“T can show you how to make more.” Nani told him. “If you like.” 
Zuko smiled and nodded. 
0000 


Kojin and Pima were quick to request an audience with Priestess Kaori and Chief Kaji. 
Thankfully, they didn’t have to wait very long; as Kaori able to see them later the afternoon 
of the next day. 


Nobui was a former Svaha’s Priestess, and was going into a well-deserved retirement upon 
Priestess Kaori taking on the role. She was still there to offer their newest Priestess guidance 
in Spiritual matters. So maybe she’d also be able to give them some sort of advice. 


Zuko was currently with Pima’s parents, so he should be fine. 


Chief Kaji arrived quickly without question; because if someone were summoning him for a 
meeting along with a Priestess, it was serious. 


Kojin gave them an abridged version of everything he’d learned from reading Zuko’s books, 
and then showed them that accursed paragraph. 


It was immediately clear that Chief Kaji, Nobui, and Priestess Kaori all understood what it 
meant the moment they read it. 


Priestess Kaori put a hand to her mouth and fought back tears. “That poor boy...” 


Chief Kaji swore without apology. Chief Kaji hardly ever cursed unless he was justifiably, 
truly angry; or the situation was serious enough to warrant it. If it had been at any other time, 
Kojin would have been impressed at the Chief’s extensively colorful use of language. 


“Oh, Spirits.” Nobui sadly shook her head. “There’s always some arrogant fool born once 
every few generations who doesn’t consider what they’ll be passing onto their kin. They 
hardly ever have to reap the consequences of living with their decisions.” 


“What have you done, Sozin?” Chief Kaji ran a hand down his face. His voice was a harsh 
whisper. “What in Agni’s Name have you done?” 


““.,.Chantico’s old Shrine is caved in and buried. Isn’t it?” Priestess Kaori spoke quietly. 
“Zuko won’t have any reason to go into her current one — or any of the others.” 


“T’ve already told him to stay away from certain parts of the Ruins, but... We need to....we 
should tell him about this.”” Kojin determined. 


“Should we?” Priestess Kaori asked hesitantly. “I don’t — I’m not...Elder Nobui?” 


Nobui frowned in clear disapproval; the wrinkles on her face deepened. “And why would we 
do that?” 


“And why wouldn’t we?!” Pima didn’t exactly yell, but she was near it. She was obviously 
forcing courtesy because of Nobui’s sacred position. Pima visibly breathed in and out, 
calming herself. She ducked her head in apology. 


“...To fight against the Will of Spirits is to invite folly.” Nobui’s gaze hardened. “The 
undeniable fact is that the boy wi// more than certainly be Spirit-Claimed.” 


Priestess Kaori made a quiet gasping noise that she muffled. 
Chief Kaji sighed heavily, and at that moment, he looked older than his years. 
“Can we be certain?” he asked. 


“Sozin, the fool,” the old woman practically spat the name as if it left a bitter taste on her 
tongue, “abused Chantico’s power and spread destruction; Chantico’s arrival is in a little 
under six years. And now, the fool’s great-grandson is here. Such things are not 
coincidence.” 


Chief Kaji nodded grimly in agreement. Since this was a situation involving Spirits, he was 
letting Nobui and Priestess Kaori lead the conversation and leaving the discussion to them. 
He was now simply observing. He’d only get involved if they asked — or if he felt he really 
had to. 


“He needs to be warned.” Kojin insisted. “Zuko’s just a kid!” 


“He is the descendant of a man who has severely disrupted the precious balance of our world, 
and the Spirits in their time and infinite wisdom, have finally seen to fix it.” Nobui motioned 

to the book. “You’ve just told us of the fool’s arrogant crimes, some of which are listed right 

there, and proudly so.” 


“Please, Chief Kaji, Priestess Kaori, Elder Nobui, have mercy.” Pima bowed, pressing her 
forehead to the floor. “Zuko’s my precious student — the one I begged for passing on my Lost 
Arts to — he’s just started learning them — and he’s doing so well.” Pima slammed her fist 
against the floor. “He’s got to have a greater purpose than simply being Claimed. We can t 
just leave him!” 


“This isn’t something that should be found out when it happens,” Kojin argued. “I’ve read 
the historical texts — at the least we can prepare him or even prevent--!” 


Nobui raised her hand, and slowly lowered it when Kojin stopped speaking. 


“Pima. Raise your head. Kojin. Would you really risk interfering?” Nobui asked gently. 
“Even at potential peril to yourselves?” 


“Of course.” Kojin answered without hesitation. Nobui’s mouth was a thin line — showing her 
discomfort and disapproval. 


Please, Agni...don’t let it be Zuko. But Kojin knew in his heart; that sinking feeling of 
dread...he’d read more than one story about what happened to Spirit-Claimed people. 


“Yes. He should be prepared for if — when it happens.” Pima replied. She still spoke as if she 
didn’t want to accept it. “If...if it does, we can at least prepare him for...” 


“T know you care for the child, but I’m sorry. I don’t agree. To interfere with the inevitable 
would risk inviting ill omens on yourselves. On us.’ Nobui waved her hand to emphasize her 
point. “The fact is, Zuko is an outsider. It’s far better to leave him to it. The Spirits always 
have their way, no matter what.” 


“He’s my student!” Pima shouted, rising to her feet. “The Spirits have no right to take him 
away!” 


At the same time, Kojin raised his voice, “This is Zuko’s very life we’re talking about here!” 


“Pima, do not say such things!” Nobui reprimanded harshly. She snapped her fingers, 
releasing a colorful array of sparks. Nobui muttered a prayer under her breath — to be on the 
safe side. 


Pima sniffled, and wiped her eyes. She took in a deep, calming breath, and slowly let out 
wisp of flame. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t’ve said that...” 


Kojin immediately pulled back and stopped himself. Getting angry wouldn’t help anyone 
right now. His anger was misdirected. If anyone deserved his anger; it was Sozin. This entire 
situation was his doing. But it was a waste to hate and curse a man long-dead. 


“Apologies,” he calmed his Fire, and let his anger fade like drifting smoke. “I understand 
your reasoning, Elder Nobui. But we shouldn’t just leave Zuko to the wolf-chimps. I’m sorry, 
but I can’t do that. I wont.” 


“There’s a big difference between...” Pima waved her hands, searching for the right word, 
“...delaying and interfering. Isn’t there? Zuko’s my responsibility. Please, I’m not trying to 
trick the Spirits or make them angry. Honest. I don’t want him facing something so big and 
scary, and not understand what’s happening.” 


“Priestess Kaori, if...” Kojin didn’t really know how to ask this, since it could very nearly be 
seen as disrespectful. “Please forgive any insolence on my part, but...if it was you, Agni 
forbid — if it was you, and people you trusted knew — and could have told you — would... 
would you want to know?” He looked — searching and desperate — at Priestess Kaori. “Would 
you want to know before or after the fact?” 


“Honestly...I don’t know.” Priestess Kaori replied solemnly. “I...I have to think about it.” 
“Zuko at least has the right to know what destiny will force on him.” Kojin added faintly. 


In all of the historical texts he’d read about Spirit-Claimed people, the destiny that the Spirits 
essentially forced upon them almost always came at a surprise. The person hadn’t really 
understood what was happening as their lives were irreversibly changed. 


Circumstances always worked out for the Claimed to get wherever the vengeful Spirits 
wanted them to go. It was a destiny they could neither avoid nor run from. 


This time, they could warn the person — warn them of what, exactly? It wasn’t... 


Maybe not warn, necessarily. But prepare Zuko, somehow; show him what happened to those 
people — 


He at least deserved to understand why. Maybe...not show him what happened. Maybe just 
give him the general idea. If they told him, the kid would already be scared enough. They 
didn’t need to add fuel to the fire. 


It was unfair. Truly a childish-sounding sentiment. 


For those who were Claimed — the devastation surrounding them once they fulfilled the 
Judgement — the survivors who were left behind in the resulting aftermath were now 
unfortunate messengers to remind people to never take the Spirits lightly; to always 
remember the Spirits’ Names; to not misuse what had been given to them; and to never insult 
the Spirits. 


“Do you think there’s any changing it?” Nobui questioned, her expression softened 
considerably. She completely understood. 


“A child shouldn’t have to take on such a cruel-heavy burden, especially alone.” Pima 
replied. She stopped. “Oh, Agni! What about Iroh?” 


Kojin had nearly forgotten about Zuko’s uncle — which, admittedly, made him feel a bit 
guilty. 


“Should we wait for Iroh to come back to tell Zuko?” Pima asked. “It’s not news anyone 
should have to hear by themselves.” 


“Here’s the thing; Zuko’s a young boy who likes exploring.” Kojin reasoned. “Yes, I’ve told 
him to stay away from certain areas. But I didn’t explain why. On one hand, he doesn’t listen, 
even if we say it’s dangerous. It’d be like a dare. Or he wouldn’t take it seriously enough. 


“On the other, he actually listens and stays away — but then goes somewhere where it’s 
dangerous because what harm can it do? He should at least be offered an explanation as to 
why it’s so dangerous.” 


They all debated whether it was better to tell Zuko the news now, or wait for whenever Iroh 
would return. But the harsh truth was, there was no changing the destiny of a Claimed. There 
never had been. 


They’d have to explain anyway, so wouldn’t it be better to get it over with now, instead of 
simply waiting for it to happen? 


But Kojin didn’t want to accept it. All those people — their stories were written in historical 
texts; so that’s all they’d ever been: stories. Morbid, horrifying, histories where fools crossed 
an unforgivable line with Spirits. 


Now, here was Zuko — and he was an actual, living, breathing person; a kid. Someone Kojin 
personally knew. 


“T don’t know.” Priestess Kaori whispered. She fidgeted a little, and Nobui cleared her throat 
gently. Priestesses weren’t exactly supposed to fidget so much. Flushing at the reminder, 
Priestess Kaori straightened with her shoulders back and chin up. 


“T’ve met Zuko, limited as our interaction was.” The Priestess said softly, holding a hand to 
her chest. “His Fire is the color of sunflowers, and it was very warm. He’s truly a kind soul. 
Elder Nobui. If we are so certain that such a thing is coming, should it really be a surprise?” 


Priestess Kaori glanced down before looking at her father and Nobui. “I don’t want to 
manipulate or make excuses just to make myself feel better for not telling Zuko. I need to 
meditate, I think.” 


Nobui looked visibly relieved. “Considering this is a Spirit-Claimed — that might be for the 
best.” 


“Please...give me...three days. At least.” Priestess Kaori requested. 
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Kaori released a long, drawn out sigh; staring into the candle flames on the table in front of 
her. She fiddled with the charcoal pencil in her hand enough that it was slowly spreading 
black smudges on her fingers — which then was transferred to her cheek, thigh, and other arm 
as she fidgeted. 


She shouldn’t fidget so much; it was a habit that she needed to break. 


She had officially been a Priestess for only a few days. Kaori didn’t think she’d ever be 
dealing with a Spirit-Claimed person in her lifetime. 


An Air Monk named Yeng Yun-Chi of the Western Air Temple once wrote: 


“Be warned: do not ever give a Spirit's Child a new name; or use them for your own selfish 
gains. Why, fool, would you do such a selfish and cruel thing with no regard for the 
consequences? 


Dont you know this produces a Bond between the Spirit's Child and the descendants of the 
foolish Name-thief; the exploiter? Such actions come at a heavy price; a cruel burden placed 
upon the descendant of fools. 


Why would you do such a cruel thing, you fool, and leave your people to suffer a Spirits 
Judgement in the wake of your imprudence?” 


The Air Nomads traveled around the world, studying and learning about Spirits, teaching 
people and sharing wisdom and warnings about them. They were the only Nation who never 
had a Claimed among them, because they knew what it meant to do such a thing. 


There were ignorant and arrogant people in the world who didn’t heed the warnings. The 
selfish fools thought nothing of causing pain and destruction; and using something so 
graciously provided by the Spirits to do it. 


The Avatar couldn’t be everywhere at once; sometimes the Avatar simply wasn’t available. 
So in the meantime, the Spirits mediated. They always did; acting where the Avatar couldn’t; 
with the Avatar ensuring a delicate balance. It may have been slow going for some, but the 
Spirits could be patient. 


In the past, when fools abused a Spirit’s power; giving a Spirit a new name; or using a 
Spirit’s Child for their own selfish purposes... 


It never ended well for anyone involved. The fools, their descendants, along with the people 
who followed the fool on the path of destruction, had always met a terrible fate once the 
Spirits in their time, stepped in. 


Kaori wiped her eyes, leaving behind black smudges, and breathed out slowly. 


She glanced at the tapestries lining the wall — they each represented aspects of the Four 
Nations; of Benders working together manipulating the Lost Arts of their Elements. They had 
been gifts from the Southern Water Tribe. Each made with the Lost Art of Waterweaving by 
the women of the Southern Tribe. 


At her request, Kojin brought the school materials for her to look over. 


How had a mere man’s eloquent, deplorable ramblings inspire generations of an entire 
Nation to take up arms against the world even after his death? 


Kaori shakily took in a breath. Was it all gone, now? Were those tapestries all that were left? 
How could someone be so proud of destroying another culture different than their own? 


How had Sozin managed to twist everything up like he had? Why had people followed him? 
Had they even questioned it? 


Though, if they did... He probably killed them. Or maybe he’d made them out to be the 
villains, so people would turn on them for the sake of fear, self-preservation, and misplaced 
loyalty. 


Kaori only read through two and a half of his grand speeches of ambition, of sharing Fire’s 
greatness, of conquest, before she couldn’t take any more. She had to put the book down. Her 
heart broke with every word; she felt so sick seeing the beginning of his campaign, and she 
knew the outcome. 


The man had been insane. But that wasn’t strong enough of a word. 


It was too simple. 
She couldn’t focus on that right now. 


In front of her was a list: pros and cons for telling and not telling Zuko about an unfortunate 
fate being thrust upon him because of his ancestor’s foolishness. 


The thing was, Kaori understood Nobui’s fears — nothing ever went well interfering with the 
Spirits Will. The former Priestess had several stories of people from the past and even those 
she had known personally being foolish enough to get very much unwanted attention on 
them. Kaori treated the stories like the warnings that they were. 


There were numerous stories; both factual and folktales about people trying to manipulate 
and lie to the Spirits to get out of that burden and never succeeding. The Spirits made sure to 
get that person’s attention, no matter the cost. Or...they were pulled apart; spirited-away; lost 
for eternity to the Spirit World. 


When it came to Spirit-Claimed people, interfering with them...getting in the way of what 
the Spirits wanted...it could be risky. 


Kaori had read enough of the stories to know that Claimed people could unwittingly spread 
destruction around them if they tried running from that destiny. 


The one time that someone interfered directly with a Spirit’s Judgement... Kaori sniffed, and 
wiped her nose. 


Very un-Priestess-like. 


That infamous one-time interference in a Spirit’s Judgment was why Nobui was so reluctant; 
why she would rather stay out of this. She didn’t want to take even a tiny risk. 


It was why Kaori had to be careful. 

But there was a child in the middle of this mess. 

It was why she didn’t know what to do. 

She wasn’t prepared for this. 

It’d been two days, and she still didn’t know what to do. 


Even though Nobui had clearly given her opinion; Kaori still talked with her, trying to sort 
out her thoughts. 


Zuko hadn’t officially been Claimed yet, keyword. 


At most, they could slightly delay Chantico, but not directly interfere, just as Pima said. It’d 
be skirting the line at most. Pushing and delaying just enough so as to not draw the Spirits’ 
attention to themselves, but helping someone who needed it. 


Keep Zuko practically a prisoner, and — no. Either way, it wouldn’t be fair to him. 


Should they wait for Iroh? He’d need to know what was happening and why — and that this 
wasn’t something he could protect his nephew from. 


Waiting was delaying the inevitable conversation. 


Considering the circumstances, Iroh would be a source of comfort — and they could tell 
him... 


She didn’t want to feel guilt, keeping news like this to herself. It’d essentially be throwing 
Zuko into the mongoose-cobra den and telling him not to get bit. And when he was bitten, 
they’d be turning around and telling him the dangers of the mongoose-cobra’s venom. 


What good would telling him now even do? 


“No matter what he does or doesn’t do, there’s no fighting a Spirit-induced destiny. Not one 
like this.” Nobui pointed out, gently, when Kaori asked. She looked sad even as she said it. 


If they interfered too much (how much was too much) the Spirits — Agni — would — probably 
punish both Pima and Kojin on their own; or it would be the entire Sun Warriors? Somehow? 
Would Agni’s punishment really reach out that far? 


(Would he truly punish so harshly?) 

So...they don’t tell Zuko. To protect themselves. He wasn’t one of them. 
He would bear the brunt of the Spirits’ anger alone. 

Or they could...prepare him, somehow. 

How were they even supposed to do that? 


Tell him that the world was severely out of balance, and the one way the world can regain 
balance is by carrying out a Spirit’s Judgement on those who have thoughtlessly disrupted it. 


So they tell him, and then what if he tried to run? That was far too dangerous... Dear Agni, 
she didn’t want to do this. 


How was she, how was anyone supposed to tell a child that... 


The historical accounts detailed how Claimed people were used to bring about a Spirit’s 
Judgment. Unlike the Avatar, normal Humans couldn’t endure so much Spiritual energy 
flowing through them. Once the Judgement ended, the Claimed person would go on to 
become a Spirit of the land, wherever it was that the Judgement took place. 


Could they really prepare Zuko to die when he’s barely on the cusp of adulthood? How could 
they even tell him that he’d be used to bring about the deaths of thousands? 


Could they throw him out like an ox-lamb to the slaughter? 


Prepare him so he’s not surprised and he at least knows what to expect and why it was 
happening. 


Expect him to accept such a fate and leave him to it? 
How kind of them, Kaori thought, admittedly bitter. 


Prepare him to die, and his entire life affected and consumed by the selfishness of one man 
with one seemingly innocuous action. 


Kaori would have cursed Sozin the fool, if it did any good. His thoughtlessness had brought 
them here. 


She breathed in, and breathed out, releasing her wasted anger at a dead man. 


Sozin’s descendants were effectively Bonded with Chantico. Agni could activate that Bond at 
any time he wished. Because it was Chantico’s power Sozin had used, he’d waited for her 
arrival to finally activate that Bond; and waited for a descendant to finally show themselves. 


Maybe it had been mercy on Agni’s part that he’d waited; giving Sozin’s descendants a 
chance to redeem themselves and stop the war. 


But the Spirits’ mercy was not limitless. 


They could just not tell him, and let the sparks fall where they may, like Nobui thought they 
should do. 


But then they’d have to explain what was going on anyway. What would they do when he 
found out that they Anew all along, and they didn’t tell htm? Zuko could probably put enough 
together to figure it out. 


A thought struck her. 


By Agni and Svaha, what if Zuko resented them? What if by not telling Zuko they were 
risking turning his Fire black? Was it a good idea to risk? Especially, if Zuko was to be 
Spirit-Claimed. 


Maybe they would be allowed a little leniency if they were ever so slightly indirect in places. 
Like taking the long way round instead of going on the direct path. 


Kaori could already hear Nobui’s voice in her mind: 


“No amount of prayers and blessings will change a Claimed ’s fate. Not even a Priestess of 
Svaha.” 


It was not callousness on Nobui’s part that influenced her decision-making. It was 
willingness to simply accept the dire circumstances and not fight them or question it. Nothing 
good had ever come from interfering... 


Just how exactly, Kaori wondered, were they supposed to prepare someone for this? She 
wished there was a simple answer. 


Offer guidance? A prayer? It was Agni who had been spurned; it was his Sacred Gift that had 
been abused. Would he truly look on the child whose great-grandfather had committed such 


actions with mercy? 


If she prayed to Svaha, would she remind Agni how to have love and extend mercy; even 
though her children had been slaughtered? 


Kaori stared at the flames, searching for some kind of answer. 
But none came. 
So she mediated a while longer. 


Maybe...as long as they handled it as tactfully as possible, they could tell him. The thought 
of not telling him and just /etting it happen made Kaori’s stomach turn. 


Someone knocked, and then entered. 
Riku bowed, then said, “I’m sorry to interrupt. Something’s happened...with the kid. Zuko.” 
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Lately, both Pima and Kojin were being...odd. They seemed distracted, and they seemed to 
keep looking at him, but not make it too obvious. Closing his eyes, and focusing on their 
Inner Fire; Pima was a darker pink; twisting with worry. Kojin’s was a darker orange that felt 
stressed. 

It made Zuko feel uneasy. 

Kojin once again emphasized staying away from certain parts of the Ruins. 

Like...staying away from a section of the Ruins that led to that peach-berry tree. 

“It'd be better if you didn’t go near there at all.” 

Zuko didn’t tell Kojin that he’d been there before. 


Nothing had happened. What was Kojin so worried about? 


Everyone else always got to go and explore whenever they wanted. Why was he the one 
singled out? 


It didn’t seem fair. It also hurt, a little. Like Kojin was taking something away. 
So Zuko just agreed with Kojin to make him stop pestering. 


4-+-+-+-+ 


Pima was pushing Zuko harder. 

It was strange in a way that again, Zuko couldn’t figure out. 
He sort of messed up on a series of katas, and stumbled. 
Pima walked over. “Watch me.’ 


She dragged her starting foot across the ground, making a small arc of flames. Spin, kick 
high, flip forward, and build up momentum. Flames whirled around her as she went; leaping 
and spinning through air, and landing perfectly. 


She walked over. ‘Make sure you lift your leg like this,’ Pima demonstrated. ‘And push off 
your other foot as you go. Otherwise, you won’t build up the...fast.’ 


She tapped his shoulder. ‘Go again.’ 
Zuko nodded. He was successful this time. 


He was distracted, though, trying to figure out what was going on. Pima wasn’t discouraging, 
or anything. She didn’t seem disappointed. Pima just...encouraged him, but it was like she 
was waiting for something. 


‘Is something going on?’ Zuko finally asked directly. 


“Yes. But...I can’t tell you what it is, not yet.” Pima said. “Practice your forms again. Then 
your do your Chi exercises.” 


It was increasingly frustrating that they wouldn’t just tell him whatever was going on; 
especially when it so clearly involved him, somehow. 


The house was almost stifling with their worry, so Zuko was relieved when he was able to 
leave to play with Hana and Ryu. 
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‘P-I-M-A and K-O-J-I-N are acting weird,’ Zuko complained to Hana and Ryu. ‘For a while 
they’ve been...’ Zuko made a soft grunting noise as he tried to think of the word, ‘they’ve 
been...just always around, watching me. Constantly checking on me, and making my training 
more...difficult? I’m not sure how to explain it.’ 


Hana couldn’t really think of what to say beyond: “Adults are weird.” 

“T bet they’re planning something.” Ryu added. 

‘Like what?’ Zuko asked. 

Ryu simply shrugged, signing, “Maybe they’re preparing you for a ceremony?” 


‘Really?’ 


“That doesn’t make sense, though.” Hana said. “If it was for Zuko’s grad -graduation... um, 
how do you sign that?” 


Zuko wasn’t sure of the word she was saying. 
“Uh...how do you spell it again?” 

Ryu helpfully finger-spelled ‘graduation’ for her. 
Zuko then signed the word. 


“Your graduation to Master. It’s a big deal. They wouldn’t just be throwing all that training at 
you for no reason.” 


“Maybe we aren’t supposed to know because we’re just “kids”.”” Ryu pointed out. 
‘Whatever.’ 


They were making their way out to the tree again, today. But were taking a different route 
because of some older kids that Ryu had spotted who were hanging out near their usual path. 
The older kids weren’t really that mean, or anything. 


They often teased and scared the younger kids by jumping out at them from behind the walls, 
trees, and roots. They would laugh, poke, and push, and just be annoying without actually 
hurting anyone. 


Even if they didn’t mean any harm, it would probably set Zuko on edge, though. Chances 
were, Sen would bite more than one of them. Ryu wanted to avoid trouble, so they’d just 
avoided the older kids entirely. 


Hana carefully stepped along a thick tree root. 


Sure, there were several spots that didn’t look stable enough to support their weight, but Hana 
always made sure to only climb and walk over the thickest, strongest-looking roots. 


They were always careful. Ryu was being dumb worrying about nothing, insisting on 
scooting alongside the buildings while pointing out anything that seemed even slightly 
dangerous. Zuko followed behind him treating it more like a game. 


The roots where she was walking on shifted a little, and there was a slight groaning noise. 
Something snapped and there was a clattering sound as Hana leapt off the root with all the 
gracefulness of a jack-antelope. 


“Look at that!” Ryu pointed, very dramatically, Hana thought. 


Ryu pointed at a hole in the foliage that had probably already been there, who knows? Who 
cared? Sure, something somewhere had been knocked loose, but it didn’t seem to matter at 
all. 


p? 


“Walking along the roots isn’t a good idea 


Hana rolled her eyes. “Look how small it is, though. Not even my leg could fit through there. 
You worry too much.” 


When he’d been alive, her great-uncle had told her about when the Sun Warriors started 
cutting themselves off from the world — how they had grown trees and plants; covering and 
hiding their homes and the Shrines. Much of what they had built was gone, probably for 
good. Which was sad. They were probably walking over where some old houses used to be. 


They were able to get their peach-berries without any hassle. 


“This tree has fruit just about all year round because both Firebenders and Earthbenders 
worked together to grow it.” Ryu told Zuko, sounding a bit proud that he knew such a 
common-knowledge fact. “So now, lots of Firebenders come here to make sure it continues 
growing.” 


Hana’s chin and hands were a sticky mess. She carried a cloth in her pocket for this very 
reason. 


Ryu just wiped his face with his sleeve, like a ruffian. 


Zuko seemed to wonder what he should do — he clearly didn’t want to wipe his face with his 
sleeve. He had to stop Sen from trying to lick his face clean. Hana giggled as she shared the 
cloth. 


Ryu pointed to a path that led out to a beach. 


“Gator-wasps go there to lay their eggs,” Ryu explained. “Their bites are pretty nasty, and 
they have like, a huge stinger,” Ryu spread out his hands, “that big. Sometimes bigger. My 
older cousin got stung by one on accident. He lived, but he lost his leg.” 


Zuko stared at him wide-eyed. ‘How?’ 
“He didn’t see it as he was walking along the river. He just thought it was a log.” 


“Sometimes people are stupid, and they try and steal gator-wasp eggs.” Hana added. “Most of 
them die trying.” 


It was either dealing with a swarm of snapping jaws or swinging tails that had a foot or so 
long stinger. They were best avoided. 


It was near mid-afternoon when they started heading back. 

Hana did her usual routine of traversing the roots while Ryu scooted along his usual paths. 
“What are you doing?!” Ryu suddenly demanded. 

Annoyed, Hana thought that Ryu was talking to her, at first. 


Scowling, Hana glanced behind her. She stopped when Zuko was walking off of the 
makeshift path towards a tree. Zuko at least stuck to the thicker roots. 


‘There’s something over here,’ Zuko explained. He crouched down at the base of the tree, 
trying to see whatever it was better. Suddenly, Zuko yelped as there was a snapping, cracking 
sound and Zuko disappeared straight down out of sight. 


It honestly took a few seconds for Hana to fully register what had happened; while Ryu 
seemed to forget all his worries in that moment. He was already running over to the hole 
where Zuko had fallen in. Hana followed after him. 


This was really, really bad! 
What if Zuko was seriously hurt?! 
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Zuko had seen something shiny; sparkling red as the afternoon sun hit something in the 
shadows under the roots of a tree. 


He was just curious. He felt drawn to it. Zuko didn’t question why; he just...went to see what 
it was. 


He’d crouched down, trying to get a better look at it — squinting through the darkness. But 
then the ground fell out from under him. 


Zuko slowly sat up; rubbing the back of his head, wincing a little. He looked up at the hole 
above him. 


Both Hana and Ryu looked relieved when he sat up. They still looked mildly concerned, and 
were... They were talking — maybe not to him, but to each other? 


Hana quickly spoke and signed, “Can you see a way out?” 


Zuko glanced around the room. He frowned when he saw what once was the doorway was 
now completely blocked from fallen debris; and all of it was entangled in thick roots. 


Maybe he could climb out somehow? 


Zuko seriously considered it — but then changed his mind. The crumbling ceiling above him 
looked as if it were being held up by the roots. If he tried climbing out and accidently pulled 
at the wrong root — he could potentially loosen something and get crushed. If he burned away 
the roots trying to move something; again, the ceiling would lose what little support it had. 


He had no chance of just walking out. It would have been nice to have an Earthbender here. 
At least he was able to see where he was going. 


‘No way out. Door’s blocked.’ Zuko signed dejectedly. ‘Also too dangerous to just climb 
roots.’ 


Ryu quickly glanced around, then he pointed at something. From the odd angle, Zuko 
couldn’t really tell what he was saying. Ryu then disappeared from the mouth of the hole. 


Hana was about to say something, when she suddenly looked very annoyed. She was yelling 
—at Ryu, most likely. She gave Zuko a ‘wait there’ and also disappeared. 


What else was he supposed to do besides wait? 


Zuko sighed, but at least — he would be getting out of here soon enough. Sen clamored down 
the roots to him, and jumped onto his shoulder. Zuko gave her a few chin scritches, which she 
happily leaned into. 


A moment later, she jumped from his shoulder and started chasing the beetle-rats that were 
scurrying around — likely disturbed by his sudden entrance. 


He left her to it. 
Curious about where he was, Zuko looked around the room. 


The walls were beautifully painted murals with gold inlays that depicted a fiery woman 
flying through the starry sky; and the sun and a powerful, ancient, and regal-looking man 
with two faces — Agni — was behind her. 


That woman...it was Chantico. He remembered learning some about her from his lessons. 
He approached the mural to get a better look at it. 


As he was staring, taking in all the little details, a thought brushed against Zuko’s mind like a 
barely-there whisper. 


--*Come*-- 


What was that? 

Zuko shook his head. 

He must’ve imagined it. 

The next picture was her flying over a crowd of people who were dancing through 


impossibly massive, colorful flames of fire under a red sky, but they were happy looking. It 
looked like they were at some sort of festival, instead of war. 


--*Look*-- 


Zuko simply turned to look at the final mural without really thinking about it. 


It was Chantico returning to the sky, and she was surrounded by what was probably a 
calendar, and several phases of the sun and moon. Sunlight filtering through the roof lit up 
parts of the mural; catching on the interlaid gold and a red gemstone that was in the center of 
the crown portion covering her forehead, and she smiled benevolently down at him. 


That must have been what caught his eye. 


--*Reach*-- 


Zuko started to reach towards — the mural. 
Slowly. 

He thought nothing of it. 

He just...just wanted to. 

What could it hurt? 


Zuko gently ran his fingers along the gold inlay. Then he ran the palm of his hand along the 
stone; liking how cool and smooth the stone felt under his fingers. 


He glanced up, taking in the picture. 
He suddenly jerked back when the mural’s eyes glowed, and blinked. 
The mural itself seemed to shift as Chantico — leaned - came out of the wall. 


Zuko fell back on his rear, and Chantico loomed over him. She reached for him; a stone- 
gauntlet-covered hand gripped the left side of his face — and Zuko felt his head being pressed 
to the floor in such a way — he couldn’t move. 


He really, really tried not to panic, but his breath was coming to him in short, quick bursts. 


His head was forcibly being pushed and held in an uncomfortable and terrifying position 
because he couldn’t look at Chantico directly. He could only see out of the corner of his eye, 
but barely. Zuko hated that he couldn’t see her clearly. 


Though, he could see Sen on the other side of the room, pressed up against the wall — 
snarling with her fur flared out. Her ears were pressed flat against her head, and her tail 
twitched furiously. She was maybe yipping or something, but didn’t dare get any closer. 


If Sen tried anything, what would the Spirit do? 


The Spirit’s hand was hot on his face, but it didn’t burn; instead, it felt like a hot, electric 
current was running through his entire body — he could fee/ his Inner Flame sparking to life 


like never before. He grabbed at her arm, trying to squirm away, feeling near desperate. 
But she didn’t seem to notice or care. 


The air noticeably shifted; it was much hotter and drier. 


Zuko was suddenly somewhere else; he was soaring across a red sky — but it didn’t feel like 
he was the one flying. It was like watching through someone else’s eyes. Like some sort of 
time-skip — like several hundred time skips several times over, he was flying over the Fire 
Nation. He flew closer, and saw lights. Hundreds of them; people lit paper lanterns and 
released them into the sky. 


People were dancing with fire, very much like how Pima and the Sun Warriors did at the 
Harvest Festival. He saw that they were laughing and the flames were so massive and 
beautiful in a mix of impossible colors. 


(They tossed the flame between themselves much like the Sun Warriors did that time; they 
were putting on a show). 


There was a voice in his head, but it appeared like a passing thought. Like it was his own, but 
not. 


Agni loved his Blessed, and he was proud. Unlike the others, who rely on their environments 
to Bend, Fire comes from within. 


Fire is Life. 


Agni gifted his beloved Daughter to his Blessed so that they may celebrate his divine Gift, his 
Beauty, and Svaha’s Love, once every century. The other Elements could bear witness with 
wonder and awe. 


There were people who were clearly from other Nations watching, as the fire danced around 
them. Even if it wasn’t their Element, they enjoyed the display just as much as the 
Firebenders. Hundreds of people; children and adults alike, danced and swayed within the 
flames; not even worrying about being burned, while holding red fans and sparklers. 


Even Dragons flew through the sky, twisting in intricate patterns; the riders on their backs 
released flames from their hands in an incredible show of teamwork and firebending skill 
with their Dragon partners. 


Firebenders were also creating — beautiful weaponry, jewelry, pottery, statues — just like — 
People treasured these beloved gifts. 


Across the Nations, Firebenders were working alongside Earthbenders, growing forests and 
crops. The world burst with life; and townsfolk celebrated, thanking the Spirits and leaving 
offerings to them. 


Flowers bloomed in such an amazingly vast amount. 


Children were laughing as they picked flowers and made flower crowns and decorations for 
other festivities. It seemed for every flower that was picked, there were ten more to take its 
place. 


An Earth Kingdom festival — or a wedding? There were flower arrangements everywhere — 


The scene flashed dizzyingly rapidly; showing days — years passing, and once again a red sky 
— but this time — there was no celebration in sight. There were no lanterns, or Dragons, and 
no-one was dancing or creating. 


The world was on fire, but the air was cold. 


The scene shifted to a red-clad army and an Air Temple. A feeling of dread fell into the pit of 
Zuko’s stomach. 


The fool, Sozin did not celebrate Agni’s Gift. He instead used that power to destroy. 


Zuko was surrounded by people who were screaming and burning. Zuko couldn’t hear them 
— but he Anew — and his burns paled in comparison to — flames consumed them — people 
desperately fought back while others were trying to flee, but the flames shot impossibly high. 


People were falling and burning, and some were so small — too small... 


Sky Bison roared — trying to fly away — but they burned and fell — if people didn’t burn, they 
fell to the earth, shattered and broken — everything was burning, for some of the fleeing Air 
Benders, their wind only fueled the flames — 


Not even abbeys were spared. 


The children — not all of them were Air Benders — they were — blood pooled across the 
stones. 


Grief, confusion, rage, Zuko was torn raw with emotions that weren’t his own. 


(It began to hurt. Make it stop.) 


Some Airbenders knew exactly how to fight back — firebending is connected to the breath — 
pulling the air away — Firebenders fell, gasping and clawing at their throats — 


They tried to protect the children — sacrificing themselves for others to escape — 


But fire spread, faster and faster, too fast — the scene changed to yet another Air Temple — and 
another — children were burning — they needed to — they should have — 


They were burned, crushed, cut open — 


Disjointed thoughts that weren’t his filled Zuko’s mind. 


How could they use my sacred power for this? 


How could they disrespect Agni like this? 


How could they have forgotten? 


Why were they using my power like this? 


Why — why — why — why?! 


(Make it stop! 


The voice-thought in his head began to burn, and Zuko could fee/ her rage and her anguish. 
Growing and growing, out of control like a wildfire. 


He was begging for it to stop.) 


Visions of Dragons getting slaughtered by Firebenders — 


(Please stop!) 


Armies marching across the Earth Kingdom, slaughtering, burning — 


Massive ships cutting across ice-fields — Waterbenders desperately fighting back — 


(STOP!) 


Sozin, in his arrogance, encouraged the slaughter of the Dragons; which represented Agni 
and Svaha’s Love of her people. They who carried sacred knowledge, and shared it with 
Agni’ Blessed... 


Tears were streaming down his face from the intensity of the visions. 


His head — his entire body hurt — Chantico was still holding onto him with a gauntlet-covered 
hand. He must have let go of her at some point — his arms felt like lead, he could hardly lift 
them up off the floor. 


Chantico didn’t look nearly as benevolent as the mural depicted her. Her head — it was nearly 
the size of Zuko’s torso. The glowing red gemstone in her crown (or could it be called a 
helmet?) was almost as big as Zuko’s fist. 


Frankly, the pictures — didn’t do her justice. 


Her fiery yellow-orange hair billowed out around her like a long tail; wrapping around them. 
It had all the colors of fire and then some. Her skin glowed a golden yellow as if light shined 
from within. She had craggy rocks jutting out of her high cheekbones and also stuck out of 
her broad shoulders — wrapping around her like a thick armor. They were in a pattern that 
emphasized all of her muscular-elegant features and made her /ook powerful and dangerous. 


Her molten gold eyes glowed; pulsing with fiery anger and such intensity; that Zuko was too 
frightened to even move. 


Chantico’s face was just inches from his, and her hair moved as if it had a life of its own. She 
had a snarl in her expression. Zuko couldn’t help but think that Father’s anger was nothing 
compared to hers. Father’s anger was insignificant. 


Ozai is nothing. 
Zuko jolted at the — thought? Who? Was-was it his? Where...? 


Zuko felt her rage grow even more; prickling and itching like barbed needles, making him 
feel like he was going to burst from the inside out. 


It was terrifying as she leaned in even closer, her face just inches from his own; her breath 
was hot on his face. 


Desperate-survival instinct rapidly kicked in. He started trying to pull away — trying to pry 
her hand off of him — but the positioning wasn’t to Zuko’s advantage, and — she was so much 
bigger and stronger than he was. 


Zuko’s hand sparked, in another attempt to fight her off. Except his flames were simply 
absorbed into her hair. She gripped his arm with her other hand, and yanked his arm towards 
herself. She was squeezing his arm so hard, and for a moment Zuko thought that she was 
going to yank his arm right out of its socket. 


He felt the ground rumble as she shifted; leaning into his vision. 
Do you know my Name, Fire Child, descendant of Sozin? 


Zuko jolted again; feeling the power and fiery heat from her voice as it soundlessly echoed in 
his mind. It was a like an intrusive, aggressive stream. 


Taking in a shaky breath, he stared wide-eyed into Chantico’s fierce gaze. 
He had the simple thought of: Chantico. 

So you are intelligent, after all. That Nation of fools has forgotten my Name. 
Her hair billowed even more around them, looking like a living thing. 


If you know who I am, then you know that I am the Comet; gifted to Agnis Blessed; who 
visits this world once every century. 


Zuko felt her annoyance wash over him like a suffocating blanket as she scoffed. 


Unlike the others; the blind fools; the burning, thieving destroyers who have forgotten me. 
Instead of celebrating, and creating, that foolish-bastard-heretic-Name-thief Sozin used my 
power and slaughtered Jiao 's Blessed! And then had the nerve to name me after himself! 


Welcoming darkness, and invoking madness, spreading his lies! 


All while praising Agni! 


Her words were like hot coals scraping across his mind. Her golden eyes flashed. 
HE HAS CORRUPTED AGNI’S WILL! 
Images of burning monks — the people who did not have an army — 


Zuko felt a sharp pain spike through his skull. He pleaded again for her to make it stop. She 
was absolutely furious; he felt her rage prickle under his skin like hot needles. He squeezed 
his eyes shut, as if hoping that would block everything out. 


Her voice-thought still broke through his mind. 


He hunted down the Dragons, who represented the unity between Svaha and Agni. He has 
stolen the Blessed from Tui and La; he has stolen from Shangti and Yu-Huang, all while 
praising Agnis Name. Azulon has followed in his path, burning, destroying, and raping the 
land and its people, even as his own people turn to ash. 


And now even Ozai prepares to follow that path of burning annihilation; praising corruption. 
Such laughable self-importance. 


Sozin and his descendants; the heretical fools who dare to call themselves the embodiment of 
Agni s Will when they are anything but! 


She seemed to squeeze his face even tighter, and Zuko definitely felt a jolt of pain - like the 
iron-like claws on her hand were scraping against his skull. 


Look at me. 
Zuko obeyed, afraid of what she would do if he tried ignoring her. 
Chantico stared at him, cocking her head. 

You are Sozin’s descendant. 


As Sozin has taken and used, so Agni will also take and use, as is his right. Iam Agni’s 
Judgment. You will take me to Ozai; so that he and the fools who follow him will know Agni'’s 
rage, and Svaha’s sorrow. 


They will beg for Agni’ forgiveness, Svaha’s kindness, and my mercy. And they will not 
receive it. The Nation of fools will weep; and the world will tremble upon witnessing a 
Spirit s Judgment -- 


No. Zuko refused. He wouldn t do it. He wouldn’t go back, not like this. This was his life, the 
Spirits had no right to -- 


INSOLENCE! 


Though there was no sound, it felt like screeching in his mind, burning in his skull. 


She was furious. Zuko honestly thought that he was going to burst from the inside out. 


Chantico’s hand pressed against Zuko’s face so hard, it - Zuko thought that she was going to 
crush his head into the floor. 


Do you think I had a choice?! 


Images of helplessly watching people scream and burn — fire spreading — people trying to 
escape — her sadness-confusion-rage-hate — all of it was boiling hot inside him — 


Stop-stop-stop-stop— 
STOP! 
It finally did. 


You will take me to Ozai. Agni’s Blessed will know my Name once again, and they will revere 
it. 


Her hand burned hot against his face. There was a bright flash of light that was so intense, 
that Zuko had to squeeze his eyes shut. 


When he opened them, Chantico was gone. 


The left side of his face itched and was hot almost like when he’d been burned. But there 
wasn’t any pain, like when Father — 


Zuko slowly pushed himself up, winced in pain when he tried using his arm as support and it 
buckled. He pushed himself up again, more carefully this time. Zuko pulled up his sleeve, 
and grimaced when he saw the massive hand-shaped bruise. 


What...what was he supposed to do? 

He tried not to panic as he then remembered that Kojin had told him not to come here. 
What was Kojin going to do? He would be furious. 

Except Kojin wasn’t like Father. 

But Zuko had disobeyed, and look what had happened. 


Zuko hadn’t done anything to earn Kojin’s anger before, and now — it was terrifying because 
Zuko had no idea how Kojin was going to react. 


Shakily, Zuko stood. 
A vine dropped down just then, so Zuko could climb up. 


Sen slinked up to him, and Zuko gripped her — and she nuzzled him before clamoring up on 
his shoulder. 


When Zuko climbed out, both Ryu and Hana were staring at him with wide eyes. 
“What happened?’ Ryu asked, pointing to Zuko’s face. 


Instead of answering, Zuko felt sick — he threw up. He couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d 
felt and seen. 
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They quickly made their way back to the residential area — and while some people didn’t give 
Zuko a second look, others were stopping and openly staring with wide-eyes. 


They reached Hana’s house, and Yong-Am was sitting outside reading. She gave them a 
glance and a nod, before turning back to her book — when she dropped it. 


Yong-Am was suddenly on her feet, causing Zuko to jolt as she grabbed him. She was staring 
at him — at his face. 


Yong-Am let Zuko go, she was speaking to him? To Ryu and Hana? But she wasn’t making 
any sense. She was talking too fast. She was also standing angled away from Zuko, so he 
couldn’t catch all of what she was saying. 

“Whad****o.” 

Hana was tearing up. Apologizing? She was talking really fast, too. 

“T?’m 38 26 2K 8 2k we dis *** * hon***ee.” 


Ryu was also speaking at the same time, trying to explain? 


Yong-Am grabbed Zuko’s arm, and maybe yelled at him? She started walking fast enough 
that Zuko had to sort of jog to keep up with her. Sen nearly slid off of Zuko’s shoulder as she 
scrambled to hang on. 


Hana and Ryu were following them, looking more and more worried. 
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Pima felt like she’d been dunked into a tub of ice water the moment she saw Zuko. She heard 
Kojin gasp and curse from next to her. Yong-Am didn’t really have to explain for anyone to 
know what had happened. 
Both Han and Ryu were so obviously scared as they glanced between the adults and Zuko. 
“We don’t know what happened!” Ryu said. 


At the same time, Hana was saying, “We were careful, honest!” 


Zuko had a handprint on his face — and if Pima focused on it hard enough, she could tell that 
it held Spiritual Energy. 


Besides having that awful handprint, Zuko’s face was bruised and tear-streaked. 
Kojin reached for Zuko, and he flinched. 
‘I’m sorry.’ Zuko started apologizing, and bowing. 


Kojin just pulled Zuko to his feet and sat him down at the table. Zuko’s expression was 
somewhere between confused and relieved. But he was still uneasy, watching Kojin carefully. 


When Pima saw his arm, she sucked in a breath. 


Kojin shook his head, as he healed Zuko’s bruises. He also “tch’d” when he saw somewhat 
bloody scrapes on Zuko’s scalp, so he healed those too. 


“Spirits don’t know how delicate Human children are.” 


Pima didn’t know what to do. So she turned to the other two kids to find out exactly what had 
happened. 


Through both of them talking around and over each other, they explained how Zuko had gone 
off of their “path” because he’d seen something. 


Wiping at his face, Zuko then explained how he’d seen something red and shiny — and he’d 
been curious. He didn’t even question it — and Zuko couldn’t even explain why. 


Yong-Am took her niece and Ryu home. They waved goodbye, but Zuko didn’t really seem 
to respond. 


Kojin was obviously not happy, and Zuko was so obviously scared as he watched Kojin’s 
hands. 


He looked ready to pull away and fight back. 

“It was probably their Bond.” Kojin muttered, forgetting to sign. 

She’d called to him, and Zuko had been unable to resist. 

Kojin looked at Pima, frowning. “We should take him to see the Priestess now.” 
“He might not be up for that, though.” Pima whispered. 

Kojin still wasn’t signing, likely because he had other things on his mind. 

He nodded. “T’Il tell her...” 


Zuko was frowning at both of them. Oh. He wasn’t being included in the conversation about 
him. 


Kojin placed his hand and Zuko’s head, and gently ruffled his hair. Zuko looked as if he were 
trying not to cry. 


Kojin then left to talk to Priestess Kaori. 


Pima gripped Zuko’s hands for a few seconds before letting go to sign, “We’re going to see 
Priestess Kaori.” She bit her lip. “Do you want to do it today or tomorrow?” 


Giving him a choice when the situation was likely so scary and confusing was the only thing 
she could think of doing. 


Zuko shrugged. 


Pima went to get a small hand-mirror, and handed it to Zuko. She couldn’t decipher his 
expression as he looked at himself. He rubbed at his cheek a little, as if trying to wipe away 
the handprint. 


It wasn’t long until Kojin returned, saying that they could be seen today or tomorrow. 
Priestess Kaori was graciously being flexible with them. 


Zuko signed, ‘Can we just...go tonight?’ 

“Yeah. Okay.” 

They’d do that. 

Pima didn’t know how long they would be there. Should she give Zuko something to eat? 
She offered, just in case. 

‘I threw up. I’m not hungry.’ 


Pima encouraged him to just have a few bites of plain rice just so he’d have a little something 
in his stomach. 


She went to get ready to go, at least, that’s what she told Kojin and Zuko. 

Pima shut her door, and leaned back against it. She took in a shaky breath, and then another, 
and another, until it was becoming a choked sound. She muffled her crying. Was it wrong of 
her to be thankful Zuko couldn’t hear how upset she was? 

If he focused on her Inner Fire, would he see how her emotions were in turmoil? 


Pima calmed herself. Mostly. 


She put on a different skirt, washed her face, and messed with her hair a bit to make it look a 
bit different. She put a Dragon pin Kojin had given her some time ago through her topknot. 


Pima went back out to see that Kojin had helped clean Zuko up so that he looked presentable 
and not so disheveled. 


Kojin squeezed her shoulder. Pima placed her hand on his. 


Zuko was frowning at them again, like he was trying to understand the situation and why the 
two of were being so...gloomy. 


She straightened a few strands of Zuko’s hair even though she didn’t need to. Kojin did a 
perfectly acceptable job. 


Zuko scowled as he grabbed her hand, and pushed it away. He shook his head, but didn’t let 
go of her hand. 


Pima looked at the handprint, but tried not to focus on it. She nearly started messing with his 
clothes, but it was mostly a nitpicking distraction for herself. 


“Come along, we don’t want to be too late.” 
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They led Zuko to a building that had been overtaken by a large tree. Its roots wrapped around 
the structure; and its leaves were several shades of red. 


Zuko could see Ran and Shaw lounging outside on nearby cliffs. The sunlight shimmered on 
their scales. There was smoke rising out of their nostrils. Shaw rolled over onto his back, 
yawning with a wisp of flame and stretching like an exceptionally long cat-snake. 


Sen was leaning forward, and Zuko took hold of her in case she decided to try and pester the 
Masters, or something. 


He stopped to look at them, but someone put their hand on his shoulder for the briefest of 
seconds. It was so gentle. He glanced up at Pima. 


Her expression was...weird. So was Kojin’s. He had an arm around Pima, and looked stiff. 


“Let’s go in.” Pima signed and motioned towards the tree-covered building. “Because this is 
official... proper...” she seemed to struggle with finding the correct sign, “You’ll be invited 
to sit down. Sit, and bow to Chief Kaji and Priestess Kaori for...six or seven seconds. That’s 
long enough.” 


Zuko appreciated the instructions before entering. Plus, he didn’t have to do some sort of 
fancy speech. He wasn’t in the mood for that. 


Inside, it was one large room; there was the scent of incense burning; and there were various 
tapestries with elaborate patterns lining the walls. 


Chief Kaji and Kaori were sitting seiza near the back. Kaori was sitting in the middle — so — 
she was important, while the Chief sat off to the side. 


The moment both of them saw him — their eyes widened and their gazes went to the left side 
of Zuko’s face. 


He turned away slightly, not wanting them to stare at him like they were. 


Zuko glanced around the room, hoping for some kind of distraction. 


A trapdoor was open on the roof, letting in sunlight. The tapestries were like pictures, sort of. 
But unlike the ones that lined the halls back at the palace, there wasn’t a clear, defined 
picture. 


Zuko had no chance of figuring out what the patterns meant, but there was something to 
them. They all had that curious glow to them; just like the ceramic vase Pima had shown him. 
But the feel was vastly different. There wasn’t the sensation of being able to reach out with 
his Inner Fire, but there was a similar energy. 


He could have just sat there and stared at them for hours if he’d been allowed to. 


Not all of them looked Fire Nation. One tapestry looked like animal hide with stitching, and 
drawing? Carved-in bones were hanging from it on braided cords. Another had such a 
complicated pattern to it that it made Zuko feel dizzy. But in a good way? The colors were 
beautiful. Standing back to take the whole picture in, there was...the twisting Air symbol. It 
was interwoven with complicated patterns that probably meant something. 


Another was green and gold. It was a pattern of a badger-mole and a Dragon twisting 
together? He-- 


Someone-Pima, got Zuko’s attention. Oh...he hadn’t been paying attention to Chief Kaji and 
Kaori. Should he bow in apology? Or would that be bowing too early? Bow, sit, and bow 
again? 


No-one reprimanded him. 


Pima just directed him to sit down on a simple cushion across from Kaori and Chief Kaji, and 
Zuko bowed for exactly seven seconds, before straightening. He sat just like he was supposed 
to when he’d been — in front of Grandfather. 


But there was a gentler, more welcoming air. The only fire around them were the torches on 
the walls. He could actually see Kaori and the Chief’s expressions and mouths clearly. He 
wasn’t several feet away, trying to see through flames and shifting shadows. 


Kaori smiled so warmly and welcomingly at him, Zuko couldn’t help but look away and 
blush shyly. 


Upon being able to see the headpiece Kaori was wearing more clearly, it looked like that of 
an alligator-moose — with its antlers shorn down and carved to resemble Dragon horns — it 
looked close enough to that of a Dragon. 


She also wore shining jewelry and an elaborately decorated outfit — displaying her 
importance. 


Zuko could feel a strong sense of that pull from his Inner Fire — what she was wearing was 
made using the Lost Arts. 


Pima signed, translating for him, as Kaori spoke. “Do you like the tapestries?” 


Zuko smiled a little and nodded. She didn’t asked about the handprint, which was a relief. 
Her smile fell, just a little; before she smiled a bit wider. It didn’t reach her eyes that time. 


“... They were made by the Southern Water Tribe’s Benders. They were given patterns to 
follow, and they created... with a technique that has...” she stopped, and there were those odd 
expressions again, this time on Kaori and Chief Kaji’s faces. Kaori continued, and Pima 
signed, following Kaori’s words. “...was once long passed down.” 


Zuko couldn’t remember his name, but one of the merchants — he’d mentioned something 
about the Southern Waterbenders being taken. 


(He has stolen the Blessed from Tui and La) 
A heavy weight formed in Zuko’s stomach. 


Kaori glanced at Chief Kaji and nodded. Kaori then visibly sighed, and she shifted so that she 
was sitting ramrod straight. The overall mood was heavy. 


“May I?” Kaori asked, as she reached forward. 
She just waited. 
Zuko stiffened, but nodded. 


Kaori’s hands were soft and gentle as she held Zuko’s chin, and she gently turned his face so 
she could get a better look. 


He flinched a little as she ran a finger across his cheek, and then she pulled away. She looked 
so sad. 


“Can you tell me what happened?” Kaori asked, pointing to her face. 

Zuko explained again as best he could. 

How he’d fallen, and everything. 

He described the visions and emotions that weren’t his, but felt entirely like they were. 
The conversation (if it could even be called that) was still fresh in Zuko’s mind. 


Zuko’s knowledge of Great-Grandfather had been limited. It was a shameful thing to admit 
that he’d only been aware of the basics; his knowledge being only bits and pieces. 


(It hadn’t taken him very long to realize that the books he’d been learning about Great- 
Grandfather from were meant for children years younger than he was.) 


The bits and pieces that he’d been taught since Master Toshio had started tutoring him were 
that Fire Lord Sozin had the ultimate goal of the Fire Nation sharing its greatness with the 


rest of the world. The other Nations resisted because they didn’t know what they wanted or 
needed, or something like that. 


The Fire Nation had so much to offer, and people should just accept it. They should be 
grateful. Great-grandfather just wanted to rescue people from themselves. 


To think that Great-Grandfather was wrong was treason. 


To talk bad about Fire Lord Sozin was spitting in Agni’s faces. Zuko may have sort of shared 
those thoughts with various aspects. Except...he’d had traitorous thoughts so many times, 
now — and nothing happened. 


He was having them now. He wasn’t burning up into ash. Nothing came out of the shadows 
to grab him up and drag him back to the Fire Lord to suffer his wrath. 


Zuko had his own thoughts that were his, and no-one punished him for it. 
Hadn’t Great-Grandfather been carrying out Agni’s Will, somehow? 


Everything Chantico had shown him — Sozin conquering, sharing the Fire Nation’s greatness 
— except that wasn’t what he was doing, was it? 


Chantico had been furious. 

Zuko again tried not to think of what the Fire Nation sharing its greatness meant. 

Back before, Master Toshio had been slowly going through Fire Lord Sozin’s philosophy and 
early speeches with him — as part of Zuko’s speaking practice. He hadn’t really understood 
any of it at the time. Still, didn’t, really. He hadn’t thought about any of those speeches in 


forever. 


(Zuko’s stomach churned again at the thought of people burning. He didn’t want to throw up 
again, not in front of everyone.) 


Chantico showing him all those visions, and insulting the Fire Lord who was the ultimate 
authority. 


(Wasn’t he?) 


Zuko told them about the difference between how the Fire Nation used to celebrate, and 
the...he didn’t like thinking about it. 


Zuko wanted to ask them something. This was a question that he knew would get him in 
trouble with people back there — because it was treasonous. 


‘Great-Grandfather...he isn’t a hero, is he.’ 
It actually wasn’t a question. The things he’d seen, the feeling of Chantico’s anger, all of it... 


“No. He wasn’t. Sozin was a fool.” Kaori replied. 


(Zuko had the sudden thought of: that foolish-bastard-heretic-Name-thief Sozin used my 
power and slaughtered Jiao’ Blessed! And then had the nerve to name me after himself!) 


He winced, a little, forcing himself to focus. 
(He resolutely tried not to think of people trying to escape flames) 
“So, you know all of what Sozin has done?” 


The Fire Nation wasn’t supposed to be wrong. It was the other Nations were wrong, so the 
Fire Nation had to correct them. 


(People burned, fled, and fought back against so-called-greatness) 
Yes, Zuko knew what Sozin had done, and desperately wished he didn’t. 


(Azulon has followed in his path, burning, destroying, and raping the land and its people, 
even as his own people turn to ash.) 


Zuko wasn’t really sure what some of those words meant, but it had to have been pretty bad if 
Chantico was angry over it. He wasn’t even sure how to ask because he didn’t know how it 
was spelled or how to describe whatever those words were. 


“The Spirits are very proud, dangerous, and they are not to be taken lightly.” Kaori 
continued. “They are magnificent, complicated, often beyond Human understanding, and 
they are to be revered.” 


00000 


Kaori knew that the Spirits had a set of strict rules they went by, and if they seemed to break 
their own rules; or go against an agreement, it’s because the person didn’t notice the 
loophole. People always had to be clear and exact with Spirits; and directly say what they 
wanted. When dealing with Spirits, always make sure they can’t twist words around to mean 
something else. 


This was difficult, because Zuko wasn’t fully aware of words — actually, he knew plenty of 
words, he just didn’t know the verbal equivalent of them. 
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... “Her voice was in my head, but it was like...my own thoughts...?”” Pima helpfully 
translated. 


Zuko clearly struggled to explain himself. 


It was slow going, getting everything Chantico had said to Zuko. They had to ask questions 
trying to clarify things. Zuko’s exhaustion and frustration at himself and maybe even his 
situation, were becoming more and more obvious. 


“What exactly did Chantico demand?” Kaori asked. “I — we need to know exactly.” 


2 999 


... ‘She wants me to go to my father. She got really mad when I told her ‘no’. 


oe 


He knew why Agni was displeased and why Chantico was angry. 


This was the truly difficult part, Kaori thought. Having to tell Zuko that this was essentially a 
binding death sentence. 


Zuko looked at her with wide, disbelieving eyes when she told him. Kaori was apologetic, 
but how many times could she apologize? What comfort could she possibly offer? 


It was obvious he thought she was lying, because he looked at Pima and then Kojin; as if they 
would reveal that this whole thing had been a cruel joke all along. 
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... ‘IT won’t do it, then. Pll stay away. I have my own life. 


Kaori shook her head. “You won’t have a choice. The thing about Spirit-Claimed people, they 
always, always end up going wherever the Spirits want them to. Spirits do not take kindly to 
being ignored. They’ ll force their way into your life to get your attention — even at the cost of 
the people around you.” 


She finished with a weakly added, “I’m sorry.” 


Zuko sent her a look that Kaori couldn’t decipher. He started signing, angrily with harsh, 
quick motions. 


Pima waved her hands, “Zuko, I can’t understand--” 


Kojin placed a hand on Zuko’s shoulder, but Zuko shoved it off, and stood to his feet, glaring 
at them. His hands were curled into fists and they were smoking. 


Pima reached out, but Zuko turned on his heel and ran out. 
“Zuko!” Pima stood to go after him. 
“Pima, leave him.” Kojin said, “Just for right now. I think Zuko needs some time to himself.” 


“I’m sorry,” Kaori spoke softly. If she’d been a better Priestess; if she hadn’t been so 
hesitant... if only she’d acted a bit sooner, than they could have probably delayed the 
inevitable for a bit longer. 


Because Agni, Svaha, and their Child were the ones spurned, Kaori silently wondered if 
they’d even listen to her desperate prayers. 
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Zuko ran, and kept running. Sen clung to his shirt and nearly slipped off a few times, but she 
successfully held on. He didn’t really pay attention to where he was going, but...he’d stop 
when he finally got there. 


Zuko came to the coast where he trained with Pima. 


He stopped, staring out at the ocean. 


Everything was too calm. 


Zuko placed Sen on a nearby rock, and began running through the more advanced katas. But 
then he wasn’t doing katas, and he began just throwing fire. 


He didn’t ask for this. It wasn’t fair. 


Chantico’s furious, molten gaze loomed over him; while memories that weren’t his plagued 
his mind. 


Zuko began thinking about what Chantico wanted. 
If he did what she wanted — Zuko threw an arc of flames, and scalded several rocks. 
He then realized: he couldn’t go home — he could never go home. 


Because, what if...what if something happened to Azula? Even if he hadn’t liked Hori very 
much (he didn’t like her at all) what would happen to her? Would Mother be affected too? 
What about Master Toshio? Uncle? 


Maybe he’d stay away somehow? But what would happen if he did and — it was his fault that 
people around him had bad luck? How bad would it truly get? 


He wasn’t the one who attacked the Air Nomads. He wasn’t the one who took all the people 
from the Southern Water Tribe. He wasn’t the one sharing the Fire Nation’s greatness, or 
whatever. 


Not that he could share it... 
Why couldn’t he just live his life? 


Ever since he’d gotten sick, his options in life had become limited; so he wouldn’t ever be 
Fire Lord and carry on their legacy. Why did he have to be punished for something Great- 
Grandfather did, anyway? It felt more like the Spirits were punishing him for something he 
didn’t do — wasn’t even going to do. 


Maybe his flaw was part of the Spirits’ punishment. 


Maybe his parents had just needed more faith, or something. Wasn’t that how Spirits 
punished people? 


Maybe the Fire Priests and Priestesses didn’t pray hard enough. 
Maybe his parents just didn’t... 
Maybe he deserved... 


Zuko wiped at his eyes. He wasn ¢ crying. He’d just...gotten dust in his eyes. Or the fire was 
making his eyes watery, even though it hadn’t before. 


Stupid timing with a stupid comet. The Spirits’ timing sucked. Saying something sucked was 
a term Ryu had taught him. It applied perfectly, right now. 


Zuko lashed out with his fire, fighting some sort of invisible enemy. 


He wished he could actually hit someone or something — but yet — that wasn’t really what he 
wanted. He wanted to hit, but not actually hurt. What did he even want? 


Zuko went into a spinning kick, but his leg buckled from the strain and he went down. He 
laid on the ground for a moment feeling dazed, staring up at the sky. His Inner Fire flickered, 
and he could barely move. He’d really pushed himself pretty hard...how long had he been 
lying here? 


Zuko pushed himself up, and his breath hitched. He was trying not to cry and was failing 
terribly. 


Zuko hugged his knees, and buried his face, not wanting anyone to see him, but there was no- 
one there, so it didn’t matter. 


Nothing mattered. 


He was alone, but he didn’t want to be — but he wanted someone there at the same time — it 
was too confusing. 


Sen pushed herself between his chest and his knees, and nuzzled against him. 


He held onto her, trying to regain control. His breathing became tight, and his vision started 
to blur. 


Sen pressed her face against his. 
He buried his face into Sen’s fur and sobbed. 
Someone tapped his shoulder, and Zuko jolted to look up at Kojin. 


Had Kojin heard him? There was a brief moment of panic — but Kojin didn’t really say 
anything. Zuko scrubbed at his face with a sleeve, as if that could hide the fact that he’d been 


crying. 

It was probably only a few seconds, but it felt like forever until Kojin asked, “Can I sit?” 
“What do you want?’ Zuko asked instead. 

“You okay?” 


‘I don’t know. Am I okay?’ Zuko glared at him, sarcasm leaking into every movement. 
‘Apparently, I’m responsible for something from before I was born. Great-Grandfather left 
me to clean up his mess, so the Spirits will just --‘ 


Zuko threw his hands up in the air and huffed sparks. He was angry, and frustrated. He didn’t 
know how to truly express that to the full extent he was feeling it. 


‘They’ ll kill me, it doesn’t matter what I want. What I want has never mattered.’ Zuko felt his 
breathing hitch again. ‘So of course I’m okay.’ 


Kojin looked as if he were going to sign something else. 

“You don’t need to be here.’ Zuko cut him off with a wave of his hand. ‘Just leave me alone.’ 
He didn’t actually want to be alone. 
He wished Uncle were here. Uncle would know what to do. 


Zuko ignored Kojin, and hugged his knees and hid his face behind his arms. If he wanted to 
stay or leave, Zuko didn’t care. A part of him did care, though. He took a deep breath, 
focusing outwards. 


Kojin’s orange Fire rippled with concern, and something else. 


Sen wriggled a bit and stuck her nose into his ear. He shrugged a little in a half-hearted 
attempt to get her to stop. 


He gripped Sen in a tight hug. 


It wasn’t fair that he couldn’t have any control in his life. He’d finally been able to leave the 
palace. He’d been learning proper firebending for the first time. He liked having lessons with 
Kojin. But none of it mattered. 


Kojin didn’t leave, though. Zuko could tell that he was sitting there, and he just wasn’t 
leaving. He sat across from Zuko, facing him. He didn’t say or do anything else; he was 
simply present. 


Zuko was left alone, but wasn’t alone. That made him feel like crying for an entirely new 
reason. 


Zuko stared out at the ocean for a while. 
Finally, Kojin tapped his leg, and Zuko looked up at him. 


He fiercely wiped at his eyes, trying to hide the fact that he’d been crying long after the fact. 
Pretending that it hadn’t happened was a wasted effort. 


Zuko knew he’d failed to hide it, though. Because the expression on Kojin’s face was sad. 


“I’m sorry.” Kojin said, after they had sat there for however long. “I don’t know what to do. 
Still don’t. If... we, or I had said something right away... But adults can make some very 
dumb mistakes when they’re trying to do the right thing.” 


Why was Kojin apologizing? 


Zuko then took a moment to process what Kojin had just said. 
“You knew?’ 


“T suspected. But then we didn’t know how to tell you.” Kojin shook his head. “And getting 
in the way of what Spirits want can be dangerous.” 


Kojin looked at him. 
“I’m sorry,” he said again. 


Zuko simply shrugged, not being sure how he should respond. He wasn’t actually mad at 
Kojin, or anything. 


‘I don’t know what to do. It’s not fair. I don’t want to do anything to...’ Zuko fiercely wiped 
at his face. He was crying again. 


Kojin gently placed his hand on Zuko’s shoulder, and signed with one hand. 


“Tt’s true that there’s not much a person can do once the Spirits have determined their path in 
life.” Kojin looked at him. “But, you’re an amazing kid. If there’s one thing I know for sure 
about you, Zuko, it’s that you’re someone who can defy expectations.” 


Zuko looked at Kojin in surprise. 
That was how Kojin thought of him? 
Ducking his head, Zuko admittedly did feel a bit lighter. 


Zuko thought back — he was here, learning actual firebending, he’d seen Dragons, and he’d 
learned so much — he’d been able to leave his cage after years — 


Never give up without a fight. 


Zuko was determined that he’d escape this fate thrust upon him somehow. Zuko couldn’t 
wallow here. 


If Chantico really wanted to use him to bring a Spirit’s Judgement on the Fire Nation, then he 
wouldn’t go quietly. He’d find another way. Get out of it, somehow. He’d been fighting for a 
long time, after all. It’d have to be worth something, right? 


“Do you want to go home, now?” Kojin asked. 

Zuko nodded. 

When they got home, Zuko found himself being wrapped up in a tight hug from Pima. 
Zuko returned the hug. 


This was his life, and he really wanted to live it. 
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Zuko continues to try and live his life as normally as possible. Iroh learns of what 
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Previously: 


Troh saw Zuko running towards him — Zuko was grinning. It was the biggest smile Iroh had 
ever seen on him. Iroh was tackled into a hug — and Zuko — he had grown so much, he was 
nearly as tall as Iroh was and he was only just nearing thirteen. 


Iroh pulled back to get a good look at his beloved nephew and stopped. He frowned when he 
saw a strange, twisted black handprint on the left side of Zuko 's face. It wasnt a burn. But it 
was clearly some sort of brand. There was an ominous feeling emanating from it, a pulsing 
like a living thing ready to burst out. Not only that; but Zuko s eyes looked different — like 
they almost glowed as if they were a light source themselves. 


He placed his hand on Zuko’s cheek, and the handprint dwarfed Iroh’s own. The palm nearly 
covered Zuko ’s entire cheek; the thumb and index finger halfway framed Zuko 8 eye; with the 
rest of the hand disappearing into Zuko 8 hair. 


“What happened to my nephews face?” Iroh asked. 


Zuko looked — worried and guilty as he shifted. 


Chief Kaji gave a polite nod of his head as he approached Iroh, and Pima bowed low in 
apology. 


“We...have to talk.” Chief Kaji said grimly. 


Something was different. Zuko wasn’t sure if he should be concerned or not. 


Over the course of the following weeks, Zuko slowly started having a constant, prickling 
feeling under his skin. He started feeling restless. Even at night, when Agni was at rest, he 
gradually began to feel as if the Sun’s rays were out in full. 


It was hard to sleep at times. 


On top of that, and so frustratingly, his flames started flaring out of his control when he was 
training. His flames were bigger and burned hotter, but that lack of control was dangerous for 
him, and everyone else. So now, he was back to the very basics as if he were learning 
firebending for the first time; like a baby. 


At least, Pima and Kojin were patient. They both informed him that he was not a baby; he 
was a child. They insisted that there wasn’t anything wrong with having to start over even 
just a little. 


They had him boiling watermelons again, helping him completely refine his control even 
more than it had been. On the bright side, he already knew what he needed to do. 


One night Zuko saw his reflection, and he was so startled he nearly stumbled backwards from 
the shock. His eyes were glowing — like tiny candle flames. 


“Tt’s Chantico’s influence.” Kojin told him when Zuko asked. “Spirit-Claimed people start 
feeling more... strength and energy. Like slowly adding fuel to a fire. Your Chi gets bigger, 
and you're less likely to feel tired after doing something that would exhaust a...” he stopped 
and sighed. “A normal person.” 


Zuko just nodded. 


Chantico’s influence apparently, was only a small preview of what Firebenders could do with 
her comet. 


One might even think it all sounded like a positive, though. But considering Kojin’s rather 
darkened expression as he explained what was going on, it didn’t seem to be that good of a 
thing. 


“It’s making sure you can get where she wants you to go.” 
Zuko huffed at that depressing thought. 
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Zuko looked for anything that could distract him, and kept himself busy. But things were at 
least still normal enough, in a way. 


Back in his life when he’d been living at the palace, after he’d gotten sick and then 
recovered; and Master Toshio had come along, his days had been full of mostly studying and 
training. Some small part of him had feared that Kojin and Pima would lock him up or 
something after Chantico had Claimed him. But they didn’t. 


Here, while his training and studies were steadily getting more difficult, he was still allowed 
a social life. He appreciated the normalcy, though...there was the occasional glance or stare 
of people looking specifically at his face — and then keeping their distance like they definitely 
hadn’t been before. 


Kojin said that it was a mix of superstition and respect for the Spirits. That people were 
worried if they got too close, that could be viewed as interfering somehow; even if it was the 
tiniest interaction. It was better to not be involved at all, lest Zuko’s being Claimed pulled 
them in. 


Kojin also told him (more like complained) that those people didn’t really understand how 
interacting with a Spirit-Claimed worked. It would have been one thing if they tried 
interfering — like actively trying to stop Zuko from fulfilling Chantico’s goal, but just every 
day interactions were fine. 


In a rather twisted way, Zuko had Chantico’s protection. 


Zuko wasn’t too bothered by people going out of their way to avoid him. It wasn’t like he 
really knew any of them. But still. It stung just a little. 


Hana and Ryu were still able to come around. Another thing Zuko could be thankful for was 
that Yong-Am and Ryu’s parents didn’t discourage them from being around him. They both 
very obviously tried not to look at the left side of Zuko’s face. They were too...too happy 
sometimes. Like, they were trying to act normal again, but weren’t sure what that normal was 
once it was gone. Neither of them suggested going to the peach-berry tree again or even 
anywhere near the ruins. 


Zuko didn’t bother asking them why or asked if they could go again. 
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Gramps reacted to Zuko’s face, but only for a brief second. He acted just the same, mostly. 
Nani didn’t seem to notice it, or she was really good at pretending not to. Nani constantly 
doted on Zuko as if everything was as normal as it had been before. Nani learned a few basic 
signs. Through a mix of the signs she knew, gestures, Zuko lip-reading, and writing stuff 
down if they had to, they were able to communicate easily enough. 


Nani was constantly feeding him; she almost always had something new prepared whenever 
he saw her. She also started showing him how to make the various foods that he’d been 
eating for the past year or so. 


He admittedly enjoyed the menial tasks cooking and baking provided. This also offered up 
opportunities to practice his Bending as Nani showed him how to cook various things 
between his palms. 


She smiled as she told him about the food they’d prepare, “These have been passed down in 
my family for years.” 


Zuko signed a bit slowly, asking, “You taught P-I-M-A?’ 


She nodded, looking particularly pleased at the food they’d prepared. The small cakes they 
made consisted of small cakes made with maize, small lizard-fish, and some of the best and 
hottest spices they had on hand. 


“You're very good at this.” 


‘Thank you,’ Zuko signed and ducked his head, hiding his pleased smile. He also felt his face 
heat up — he was somewhat annoyed at how easily flustered he could get when people got all 
nice towards him. From the corner of his eye, he could see Nani smile and definitely laugh. 


Maybe he should feel guilty (he absolutely didn’t) that he sort of thought of Nani as being the 
grandmother he wished he’d had. She was far nicer than the one he vaguely remembered who 
scowled at everyone as if she hadn’t ever smiled once in her life and hadn’t seemed to like 
children at all. 


This soon led to Zuko helping Pima and Kojin at home when they prepared their own meals. 
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Gramps was also much nicer than Grandfather, and didn’t expect Zuko to do all the 
guesswork with lip-reading. He wrote stuff down, and picked up a few signs. It certainly took 
some doing and it was slow going, but Gramps would talk to him — and Zuko either signed or 
wrote his responses. 


Gramps told Zuko about his own experiences growing up, and how he’d met his...his... 
something. 


‘What’s that word? The last one.’ Zuko asked. 


Gramps said it again, but Zuko still didn’t understand. Gramps made a face, then came to the 
realization as he scrawled something on the slate: 


“We never told you our names?” 
“You said to call you Gramps and N-A-N-I.’ Zuko signed, frowning a bit in confusion. 


Gramps pressed a hand against his face and shook his head. He looked very embarrassed and 
apologetic. 
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“Tia-Lua is my wifes name. I’m Hwadeog. I’m sorry, I really thought you knew.’ 


It was easier to just refer to them as Nani and Gramps like he’d always done, honestly. 
They had days where Zuko sat outside with Gramps, both of them with a cold drink in hand. 


Gramps, signing a bit clumsily, and speaking slowly said, “Pima told us about how your 
training is going.” 


Zuko wished it could be better, but he knew various aspects made things difficult. 
Gramps set a small box on the ground in front of them. 


“T’m going to show you a little game,” Gramps explained, as he opened the box and pulled a 
stick out that was around three or four inches long. It had a small ring near the base. 


The stick was actually a wick, and Zuko caught the smell of lamp oil. 


“Tt’s like this,” Gramps lit the wick with the tip of his fingers, and the wick burned down 
within seconds. The ring around the base protected his hand from getting burned. “The oil is 
made to burn really fast, so you have to be in control as soon as you light it. It’s about 
timing.” 


Gramps lit another wick, and breathed; slowing down the rapidly burning wick significantly. 
“You try.” 


Zuko flinched as he lit the wick he was holding, and it burned even faster than the one 
Gramps had done. 


“Try again.” 


Zuko had gone through ten, burning through each of them before he could even control 
anything — it was so frustrating, feeling as if he was forced to take so many steps back from 
what he’d been able to do. He knew what he was capable of, but to be forced to start over 
from what felt like the beginning... 


Frustrated and angry at himself, Zuko tossed the burnt wick on the ground. Yes, he was 
having a bit of a tantrum. But he felt like he’d earned the right to have one. 


Gramps tapped his arm. 


“Don’t get upset.” Zuko ducked his head, even though Gramps didn’t seem like he was 
scolding him. 


“Do it like this; breathe with your flame,” he instructed, holding up the wick and lighting a 
small flame in his other hand. 


Zuko watched as the flame moved in time with Gramps’ breathing. And then he lit the wick, 
and was in control from the start. 


So he breathed, slowly moving his Chi like he’d been learning. He went through another 
fifteen wicks before he was actually able to light one without the thing burning up 
completely. So he knew how it felt to light one — and then he went through yet another five, 
before he was finally able to light one and control how slowly the wick burned. 


Zuko watched and breathed, as the wick burned all the way down. 
Gramps gave Zuko’s back a few pats; and he grinned. ‘Good job.’ 


They both played the game then. They had to maintain not burning the wick for...Gramps 
said three minutes. Whoever had the least burned wick won. Gramps won, understandably. 
They played for quite a while, and Zuko managed to win twice. 


Burning wicks was yet another exercise added to his regimen. 
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Something else Gramps started showing him was wood burning. It required time, patience, 
and control. 


Zuko ran his fingers along the smooth wood, leaving thin, smoking black trails. 


Pima’s birthday was coming up, and he wasn’t even sure what he could get her. It wasn’t like 
he had money, since the adults provided what he needed without question. Asking for money 
from them only to buy something with the money felt...cheap. He didn’t even know how 
much something could cost. 


Maybe if he asked Kojin, but then...it took the personal meaning out of it... A part of him 
didn’t want to ask because that meant he couldn’t do some simple task like this on his own. 


Zuko groaned. Gift-giving was hard, in this case. He wanted it to be more personal in the 
sense that he could show Pima how grateful he was for everything. 


He glanced at one of the pieces of scrap wood. It was all he really had. 


Pima like flowers, weird patterns, and Dragons, but Zuko wasn’t sure if he could easily draw 
any of it. His first two tries honestly sucked, so he burned those completely in his annoyance 
for them not looking how he imagined in his head. 


The next one was more carefully done by drawing a wreath of thin vines and leaves near the 
edges of the wood, then doing what he could to make the flowers look... flowery. 


He wanted to draw a Dragon, but he couldn’t really think of what it should be doing, if 
anything. So he drew it sort of arching over some trees, and three people-like shapes standing 
under the trees with a sun and clouds in the background. It looked...just okay. 


Zuko held onto it, and hid it in his room. A part of him was nervous to give it to her — 
especially in front of other people. He was probably psyching himself out. 


They had the party, and Zuko mostly sat off to the side with Ryu and Hana. He was glad they 
were there, and that he didn’t have to hang out with the adults while trying to figure out what 
everyone was saying. He kept Sen on a leash to prevent her from jumping into the food — 
which she had tried to do. And to keep her from running off with one of the shiny-looking 
gifts. 


He recognized one of the men — Pima had taken Zuko to his shop to use his kiln when she’d 

been telling him about the Lost Arts and they made pottery. But Zuko couldn’t remember the 
man’s name. He recognized Chiyoti, and from how she and the man were holding each other 
at times, they were a couple. 


The various gifts Pima was given made Zuko glad he hadn’t added his simple gift to Pima in 
the mix — everything looked so well-made and of good quality. Just the thought of his simple, 
scrap wood gift being scrutinized by everyone else made him feel anxious. 


It was only when after everyone had left that Zuko finally worked up the courage to give 
Pima his gift. There was also something else... 


Pima and Kojin were sitting outside on the roof, and they both greeted Zuko when they saw 
him. 


“Did you have fun?” Pima asked, and Zuko nodded. 


Before he could think up an excuse to simply walk away and just burn the thing, Zuko 
practically shoved the simply wrapped gift at Pima. 


She smiled when she opened it and held it up so Kojin could see, too. 
“How cute! Is that supposed to be us?” 


Zuko nodded. And he took in a nervous breath. He wasn’t sure how either Pima or Kojin 
would react, but...if he also signed, they should be able to understand him. 


“T wanted...” he wasn’t sure how his voice sounded. It probably sounded annoying, and 
terrible. 


Both Kojin and Pima were now staring at him with expressions he didn’t want to focus on too 
much; just in case he saw something he didn’t want to see. Neither of them did anything to 
stop him, though. So he continued. 


“,.to thank you. For everything.” 


He wanted to say more, but...that was all he could handle. It was probably pathetic, and he 
should have been able to say more. It probably made him look weak. 


‘Thanks for giving me a chance.’ 
But Pima pulled him into a tight hug. 


“This was the best gift I’ve gotten today,” Pima smiled as she pulled away. 


Kojin reached over and ruffled his hair. 


It was clear that Zuko using his voice was a rare occurrence, and likely wouldn’t be 
happening again any time soon. Neither Pima nor Kojin pushed him to try using his voice 
again. 
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On a day when Zuko was walking by himself through the shopping district, he stopped to 
admire some hairpins on display. He could feel the Fire in them, and briefly wondered if 
Azula and Mother would like them. 


Sen tried to scramble off of his shoulder towards the shiny things, but he quickly grabbed her 
and held her close. 


Distracted by Sen, a hand suddenly waving in front of his vision startled Zuko. There was a 
man — and he was frowning at something — he was looking somewhere else, not at Zuko. But 
Zuko followed his gaze towards one of the other shops. Zuko wasn’t sure what happened, but 
he noticed that several people were staring at him. 


Feeling self-conscious, Zuko gave a quick bow to walk away. But a quick tap on his shoulder 
stopped him. The man — he was Chiyoti’s...something. 


The man was speaking to him, but it wasn’t clear. Zuko shook his head and had to sign, ‘I’m 
deaf.’ 


The man frowned a bit, and spoke slowly, like he wasn’t used to doing so. A little too slowly, 
but at least he wasn’t brushing Zuko off or telling him to go away. His eyes drifted towards 
the left side of Zuko’s face, but he simply continued. 


“Sorrif*****yu. You’re...Pima’s student. It was Zuko.. .right?” 
Zuko nodded. 
The man gestured a bit, as if he were miming Sign Language. “See...something...you like?” 


Even if he did see something, Zuko couldn’t exactly afford one. And he definitely wasn’t 
going to ask Pima or Kojin to buy one for him. If either of them offered, he wouldn’t be able 
to accept it — he’d feel bad if either of them did. He’d have to guilt-trip them into not buying 
one. 


There was a tap on his shoulder. 
The man gestured a bit. “Do you...want me to...make you something?” 


Zuko shook his head. He had to go through a few gestures to indicate that he couldn’t pay the 
man. He then had an idea, and then wished he had something on hand to write with to have 
an easier time of explaining himself. 


Zuko made a writing gesture, and the man retrieved a slate from his shop. 


“T dont have any money but is there something we can do to trade?” 
The man looked at what he’d written, then wrote back: 
“That depends. If I made something for you what would you want?” 
Zuko pointed to the hairpins, and wrote: 
“Something for my sister and mother.” 
The man nodded, and wrote: 


“Have Pima talk to me. We’ll work something out.” 


Zuko smiled — then he had to somewhat embarrassingly admit that he couldn’t remember the 
man’s name. 


The man wrote out that his name was Ada. 
Zuko gave him a quick bow of thanks before heading home. 


With Pima’s help, Zuko worked out a deal with Ada that he would help in the man’s shop a 
few days a week during the weekends and afternoons. 


Kojin did offer to pay for only half of whatever Zuko wanted, but Zuko adamantly shook his 
head. He wanted to do this on his own. He liked that sense of accomplishment he felt doing 
things on his own. Zuko hated — maybe not hated exactly, but he just really disliked having to 
rely on others when he should be able to do something so simple. 


It turned out that Ada was married to Chiyoti, and she was pleased to see Zuko. 
Ada and Chiyoti worked together to make their wares. 


It was mostly helping clean and keeping things organized, and getting the couple’s 
workbench ready for when they made their creations. There were things he absolutely wasn’t 
allowed to touch; and other things were fine. 


Zuko paid special attention. After what happened when he disobeyed Kojin’s instructions, he 
didn’t want to take another chance. 


He wasn’t allowed to be there when Ada and Chiyoti made things for people. Ada explained 
that it was because it was a deeply personal process and a sacred ritual, and anyone observing 
had to be invited. 


Zuko accepted that explanation, kept his head down and stayed out of the way. 


When Ada and Chiyoti had a client, Zuko ended either sitting in their kitchen — or he went 
home to find some other way to be productive and occupy his time. 


Chiyoti sti// didn’t learn Sign Language, but at least she was willing to write stuff down. 
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Things were okay, Zuko figured. His life was probably back to as normal as it was ever going 
to get. There were still people who glanced at his face and clearly pretended they hadn’t seen 
anything. There were those who stared, and all too often with pity. Others didn’t seem to 
notice or care. 


But Zuko could get by. 


Zuko’s control gradually got better. It took several frustrating months before he was mostly 
back to where he’d been before Chantico...though there were momentary slip-ups. 


He had to learn how to hold back, and constantly maintain a sense of control until it was 
second nature. 


Zuko did a Jot of breathing exercises. 


Gramps showed him how to make the small wicks so that he could use the wicks whenever 
he wanted to. Controlling how slowly the wicks burned was something Zuko ended up doing 
for hours on end. 


The adults didn’t want him exhausting himself, so activities and training exercises were often 
rotated. On the slow days, Zuko was helping Pima (or Nani) in the kitchen when they 
prepared food, and using his firebending for the most mundane of household tasks. 


Cutting up meat and helping Kojin make jerky was something he came to enjoy. 


As time passed during his training and studies, Zuko could finally tell how much he was 
improving. In his various spars with Kojin, Pima and her parents, he was lasting far longer. In 
his Lost Arts training, he could feel how the heat pooled in his belly; really feel how fire 
moved. 


Things got easier. 
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Zuko and Pima moved in synchronization, twisting flames to pierce through fake enemies 
and melt some of the surrounding boulders. 


“You’ve gotten so much better!’ Pima cheered when they finished. ‘I really think you’ll be 
ready soon.’ 


Zuko took a large drink of water from his canteen. 
‘Thanks.’ A part of him was hesitant. ‘Ready for what?’ 
‘To be declared a Master.’ 


‘A Master? Already?’ Zuko asked in surprise. 


Pima grinned at his expression, and she very pointedly added, ‘Don’t get too cocky,’ and 
Zuko (proudly) did not fall for her teasing this time, ‘there are still a few more things I want 
to teach you before I’m absolutely sure you’re ready.’ 


Her expression fell, slightly. “With you having to learn so much control in such a short time 
like you have been...’ Pima shrugged lopsidedly, ‘it’s put a bit of a...” she seemed to be 
trying to think of the right word to properly describe what she was trying to say. ‘Usually, this 
training takes more time.’ 


She smiled, though it didn’t exactly reach her eyes. She looked...sort of sad and thoughtful. 


Pima poked his forehead with a finger. ‘You’ve had to learn and grow much faster than 
others. You’re far too stubborn to let even a Great Spirit slow you down.’ 


Zuko returned a small smile of his own. The idea of him being considered a Master — Hori 
and Father, maybe even Grandfather — they hadn’t seemed to think so. His lack of hearing 
had no effect on his ability to Bend. Though he wasn’t considered a Master yet, there was a 
sense of pride and accomplishment that certainly felt well-earned. 


Pima got his attention, and began various demonstrations of manipulating her flames. Such as 
breathing out her fire and using a flipping-and-kicking motions; or slicing her hand through 
the air to redirect her attacks from odd and unpredictable positions. 


‘Now, you try.’ Pima nodded to him. 
Zuko tried to do one of the flipping-and-kicking katas as he breathed out his flames. 


The arc of fire was far more massive than he intended, and a few trees were nearly burned. 
Pima pulled and dispelled the flames. 


She arched her eyebrow, and for a moment, Zuko thought he might be in trouble. But then 
Pima smirked, as if she were holding back a laugh. 


‘Don’t get so far ahead of yourself. It’s okay to slow down. Let’s try the smaller mid-katas 
before we do the really big-fancy stuff, okay?’ 


Zuko sighed and agreed. At least Pima wasn’t having him do the most basic of baby-steps 
katas. 
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“Check this out,” Hana proudly displayed lavender-colored flames to Ryu and Zuko. She 
stuck her tongue out as she concentrated. The flames slowly shifted to pink before shifting to 
a darkish red-purple color. “Pretty cool, right?” 


Zuko nodded as he scratched Sen’s belly. The ferret-fox made loud chittering noises and 
thrashed around happily. 


“About time, you were taking forever.”” Ryu commented. His own Lost Arts had been coming 
along nicely, and he’d been waiting for Hana to catch up. 


His rivalry with her had been an ongoing thing ever since he could remember. They were 
both learning similar Lost Arts, but they branched off from each other. His was more on the 
creative side, and Hana’s was something of a mix between creation and destruction. 


Which suited her personality. 
He reached and tickled Sen’s chin, and she grabbed at and playfully nipped his hand. 
Hana stuck her tongue out at him. 


“T know,” Hana nearly whined, making sure to put every bit of her tone and misery into her 
signing. “But Master Bai” she paused for a moment to fingerspell her Master’s name before 


continuing, “insisted that I needed more time and dedication to learning...” 
She dramatically sat down and laid back to stare at the sky. 
Zuko tapped her leg, and asked, ‘What are you learning?’ 


“Well,” Hana sat up and smiled, looking very proud. “I’m learning to make and form glass — 
not just that. But — some attacks, too. I'll be learning to make combustive glass.” 


Zuko frowned, asking for clarity. 


Hana had to take a few minutes to explain what it was. “It’s mostly used for traps, and to 
keep people from stealing the stuff of real value. Master Bai told me that the traps like the...” 
she made an explosion sound effect, something like “fwooom” and then continued, “...glass 
helped make outsiders think the Ruins are cursed and too dangerous and kept them out.” 


Zuko nodded, and Hana happily explained what she’d been learning lately. 
Ryu pointedly did not look at the left side of Zuko’s face. 


It was something neither he nor Hana really knew how to properly react to. Hana had blamed 
herself for quite a while. Ryu felt guilty as well, since some small part of him whispered that 
he’d been right about not staying alongside the buildings was dangerous. It was something he 
hated being right about. 


He was relieved that Zuko didn’t blame them. 
They easily found other things to do besides walking around the Ruins. 


Ryu had overheard some people talking about Zuko — even with him right there. Like, they 
wanted to stay away from him just in case his Claimed status did something to them. It was 
annoying that people just talked about Zuko, and they could get away with it just because he 
couldn’t hear them. 


Ryu wasn’t sure if he should tell Zuko that people talked about him like they did. 
Occasionally, Zuko did catch people whispering and staring, and it was obvious that he knew 
something was being said...he likely was aware that some of the conversations were about 
him... 


Ryu’s parents didn’t discourage him from being around Zuko, and Yong-Am didn’t say 
anything to Hana, either. 


He spoke up sometimes, saying quietly, “That’s not how it works. Zuko’s not dangerous.” 


More accurately, Zuko wasn’t dangerous to them. He once read a few of the Spirits Claimed 
stories, and there were definitely themes there. Ryu was well aware that he didn’t have 
anything to worry about simply because he wasn’t one of Chantico’s targets. That was a grim 
way of putting it, definitely. 


But because he was a kid, some people acted like Ryu didn’t know anything. They were the 
ones who thought that doing something like, just breathing the same air as Zuko would bring 
calamity on them. Most people were happy to avoid him completely. 


There were those who didn’t like that an outsider was learning Lost Arts. But they didn’t dare 
risk saying or doing anything lest they have to face the Masters. On top of that, his being 
Claimed just made things all the more bothersome because it just added fuel to the gossip 
people insisted on having. 


Hana was good at arguing and pointing out how stupid people were being. She probably 
shouldn’t insult them to help make a point, but she had said something along the lines of, 
“T’m dumbing myself down so they can finally understand what I’m saying.” 


His dad said that there was no arguing and winning with fools. Either the fool would be angry 
that you tried to correct them — or the fool walked away thinking he was right. 


So Ryu quit trying to tell people how wrong they were; and Hana didn’t exactly stop arguing 
and somewhat insulting people, but she at least became willing to walk away and let people 
continue to think they were right even if they weren’t. 


It was exhausting to argue. Ironic, because he and Hana liked arguing — but they did it to one- 
up each other until the other person ran out of words and finally had to concede defeat. The 
loser had to give something to the winner. 


Zuko had become their unwitting mediator, and he was always fair. 
“Have you tried making exploding glass yet?” Ryu asked. 


“Yep!” Hana said proudly. “No worries. Master Bai was there. It crumbled and was really 
more like a fart, but it looked cool.” 


Zuko snorted, and Ryu laughed at the immature humor. 
Things were an okay, kind-of-normal. 
000000 
It had been a year and some months since everything happened with Chantico. 


Zuko stood straight as Pima looked at him thoughtfully. 


“You’ve outgrown your clothes, again.’ Pima said. 

Zuko was now level with Pima’s nose. 

Kojin smirked. “At this rate, you’ ll probably be taller than me.” 

‘If I live long enough, I probably will.’ Zuko signed, smirking. 

Pima made a face at him, clearly not appreciating the gallows humor. 


Kojin just shook his head, though he was fighting back a smile. “Don’t say things like that, 
you'll make Pima cry.” 


Pima then made an expression directed at Kojin, clearly with some disapproval for his being 
amused at Zuko’s joke. 


Zuko gave a sort-of apology. 

Kojin continued looking amused. 

Pima shook her head in that “what am I going to do with you” kind of way. 
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Zuko was playing a marble-counting game with Ryu. 


Currently, Zuko was winning. Sen this time, wasn’t running around trying to steal the shiny, 
little things. She had her own ball that she could play with, so that kept her out of trouble. 


Most of the time. 
Ryu turned and glanced up at something, so Zuko turned to look as well. 


Hana was running up to them. She stopped, and began signing and speaking quickly. It was 
messy, and took a moment for Zuko to understand. 


Uncle was back. 


Zuko stood up and brushed himself off. He straightened his clothes a little. Some of it was 
nervousness, because Uncle didn’t know about — 


Anyway. Some small part of him felt that he needed to make himself look slightly more 
presentable; just like back then, before. 


Maybe he was procrastinating. 
Hana grabbed his arm, looking very impatient. 


So, they hurried off down the path. 


Uncle was being escorted by one of the Warriors as they walked up one of the paths. Zuko 
and his friends were standing several feet away, but it was obvious that Uncle hadn’t really 
changed that much. 


Uncle turned away from talking to the Warrior, and from the warm smile on his face it was 
obvious that he’d spotted Zuko. 


It was then that Zuko pretty much forgot about the handprint and Chantico as he ran and 
embraced Uncle in a tight hug. Uncle returned a hug of his own, practically lifting Zuko up — 
though, the tips of Zuko’s toes still brushed the ground. 


Zuko held onto Uncle. It was so good to see him again. He smelled of tea and spices. 
Something that Zuko noticed was that Uncle had gotten kinda fat. But it made for a very 
comforting hug. 


Uncle pulled away and smiled — but then, he noticed. 


Gently, Uncle reached and turned Zuko’s face so he could see. He frowned, and Zuko looked 
down guiltily. 


Uncle was asking questions. 


Chief Kaji and Pima walked up then, and they were talking. Zuko didn’t need to try and lip- 
read to know they were talking about him. 


Uncle reached, and brushed Zuko’s face again — on the right side. His signing definitely 
needed work, but he said, ‘I need to go talk to the Chief. I’Il see you later.’ 


Zuko could only nod. 
Then, Uncle walked off with the Chief and Pima. 
‘They’re going to talk to K-A-O-R-I.’ Hana fidgeted. ‘They’ Il take forever.’ 


Ryu glanced in the direction Uncle and the others had gone. Then glanced back. ‘Do you 
want to finish the game or do something else?’ 


For a moment, he just wanted to sit and wait right there — but then, as Hana pointed out, 
they’d take forever. And there was certainly a /ot to talk about. So Zuko shrugged and 
nodded. 

“We can go to my house. If you want.’ Hana said. 

‘Okay,’ 


Since he had to wait anyway, he’d take whatever distraction Hana and Ryu offered. 


000000 


Iroh was taken to see Priestess Kaori while Zuko went off with his friends — it was so good 
that his nephew had friends — but that joy was overshadowed by the mark on Zuko’s face. 


Pima was so apologetic, as if this had been entirely her fault. 


He listened with mounting horror as Priestess Kaori explained to him what was going on and 
why — Dwaeji’s warning about Zuko bearing a heavy burden, the vision of a potential future 
—Iroh didn’t think he could handle losing another son. 
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“There might be something you can do, but it’s a completely radical idea if I’m to be honest. 
Priestess Kaori admitted. 


Radical ideas were born out of desperation. 


“First of all, Chantico wants Zuko to take her to Ozai — but she didn’t say when,” Priestess 
Kaori held up a delicate, jeweled finger, “I believe that’s what we can work with.” 


She smiled, a little. But, it didn’t really reach her eyes. 


“It gives me the impression you have enough flexibility to leave the Fire Nation — which 
allows you to have a decent amount of distance between Zuko and Chantico’s intended target. 
Don’t try to run, hide, or resist. This way, Chantico’s destiny has to come for Zuko in its own 
time, which leads to the second part of my idea.” 


Iroh nodded slowly. 
“This is the truly radical part.” Priestess Kaori looked at him seriously. “Finding the Avatar.” 


“’.. The Avatar hasn’t been seen in over a hundred years...” Iroh said slowly. His own father 
had been searching for years and had found absolutely nothing. 


“Yes, but they’re alive, wherever they are.” Priestess Kaori told him. “We have an Avatar’s 
temple here. There was an Avatar born from the Sun Warriors once upon a time. He wore a 
sacred gem that glowed with his Fire - that of the Avatar; and it’s still glowing today.” 


Iroh couldn’t believe it. The Avatar was alive. But why...where were they after all this time? 


She continued, “If you can find the Avatar, and they stop Ozai specifically before Judgment 
can take place; and I specifically mean the Avatar reaches Ozai before Zuko does, then Zuko 
should be released from the Claim.” 


That sounded promising enough, except... 


“Doesn’t Chantico want to...” Iroh swallowed, and sighed, forcing himself to finish. 
“Doesn’t she want to punish the entire Fire Nation though?” 


“Yes, but it starts and ends with Ozai.” 


The Priestess had a point. Except Iroh admittedly knew that this wasn’t the best scenario for 
the Fire Nation. Things were already spiraling out of control. There were too many 


problematic variables and not enough solutions to properly sort them. 


His lack of claim to the throne pretty much made Iroh unavailable. If he overthrew Ozai after 
all this time, it would cast too much doubt on the stability of the Fire Nation and its royals. 


Zuko’s disability immediately excluded him from ruling. Even if Iroh acted as regent — they 
would have to wait for Zuko to come of age to have children — wait for that child to come of 
age, and then hope that people accepted a child coming from a flawed royal. 


What of Azula, Ozai’s favored child? 


There were a few families who were distant cousins that could take the Dragon Throne, but 
then they very well might follow that path of destruction. Which could lead to their situation 
being far worse. 


Iroh shook his head, disliking that he had so much to consider. He had to focus on what was 
happening now. He didn’t want to think of it, but he also had another matter to consider. 


“You said ‘specifically’ before. What does that mean?” Iroh said a quick and silent prayer to 
Agni — but all things considering, would he even listen? 


Priestess Kaori frowned, and her expression shifted to something oddly disconcerting. “The 
Avatar isn’t allowed to interfere with a Spirit’s Judgment.” 


Iroh balked. “So...even if I find the Avatar, but the worst case scenario happens...if this 
Judgment takes place — the Avatar actually can t stop it?” 


“No. The Avatar is strictly forbidden in interfering with the Spirits’ Judgements.” 


“...Why not?” Iroh asked, his voice coming out much harsher than he intended it to. The 
Avatar was considered the ultimate authority as the World Spirit. “Don’t the Spirits have to 
listen to the Avatar?” 


“Yes, and no. It’s complicated,” Priestess Kaori replied grimly. She shifted a little, seemed to 
correct herself, and sighed quietly. “Do you know about Avatar Na-A1?” 


“I’m afraid I don’t, Priestess.” 


Priestess Kaori gently cleared her throat and then explained, “The Avatar cannot be 
everywhere at once, you see. The Spirits help maintain a modicum of peace; and only get 
involved in Human affairs if they feel they absolutely have to — or — Humans do something to 
draw their ire.” 


At the time, Avatar Na-Ai had not yet been discovered. 


Gao-An the Dreadful, during those eighteen years while the Earth Kingdom searched for the 
Avatar; amassed an army of considerable size and terrorized the Earth Kingdom; and as a 
result had many children. 


(Priestess Kaori gave Iroh a very meaningful look, likely so that she wouldn’t have to go into 
needless detail to fully explain what sort of unpleasant man Gao-An had been.) 


Along the way, in his selfish arrogance, Gao-An insulted the Great Spirit of a River, who 
Claimed one of his daughters, as was his right. 


The daughter by the Will of the Spirits, was led to Gao-An, and the Judgement began — 
except — Avatar Na-Ai interfered. They made an Avatar’s Decree before the Judgment could 
truly start. 


Not liking it but not really having a choice in the matter because of the Decree, the Spirit of 
the Great River stepped back — and let events fall wherever they landed. 


(Priestess Kaori couldn’t say for sure what happened to the Claimed daughter — who still 
carried the Great River’s Spiritual Energy, but it was rumored that her end was not a pleasant 
one. It was said the poor girl became a Dark Spirit that hunted men in particular, guilty or 
not. 


She didn’t need to say more for Iroh to understand what she meant.) 


Avatar Na-Ai was an idealist who came with Human reasoning and compassion — that Gao- 
An and his army should face a trial by the Earth King. But Avatar Na-Ai was young, and 
naive, and had only officially been training as the Avatar for around a year. They couldn’t 
stay to see how Gao-An’s trial would go, they left to continue their training. 


Hundreds of people may have been spared, but everyone else was left to deal with the fallout 
of the Avatar’s Decree. 


Gao-An managed to escape his prison and Earth is very patient — he went into hiding for 
several years, and slowly amassed an army and power once again — and when he revealed 
himself, he was far more brutal. 


Now at this time, Avatar Na-Ai had been dealing with an issue in the South Pole, and was not 
easily reachable. It was so bad, that people truly thought that only the Avatar could stop him. 


While it was obviously not Avatar Na-Ai’s intention, Gao-An happily bragged that he’d been 
spared by the Avatar, and so had the Avatar’s Blessing to carry out his crimes. And the 
rumors festered into a twisted truth with the survivors. 


Around seven months into his conquest, Gao-An and his army were devoured by Shaanxi, the 
Lion-Mole Spirit of the Western Mountains, who was not bound by any Decree. 


While Avatar Na-Ai truly did have the best of intentions, they hadn’t understood the severity 
of the situation. The Avatar was seen as rash and foolish. They had basically put the Spirits 
into a bind, where they couldn’t punish the Humans who insulted them and abused their 
power — and used that power against other Humans. 


The victims of Gao-An despised Avatar Na-Ai because they had prevented Judgement — and 
the Earth Kingdom suffered for it. 


After that, Avatar Na-Ai barely stepped foot in the Earth Kingdom, unless they absolutely 
had to. 


Which brought them to Fire Avatar Lu-Ria. 


“The poor girl inherited a mess.” Priestess Kaori shook her head. “She hadn’t even properly 
started her training. But the Spirits refused to work with the Avatar if she wouldn’t comply.” 


Which would have been disastrous, most certainly. The delicate balance of the physical realm 
and Spirit World surely would have twisted onto itself. The Spirits did not understand 
Humans; they would have been working against each other trying to maintain peace and 
balance in the physical realm with a Spirit’s Reasoning like the time before the Avatar. But it 
would have been far worse... 


“So several Priests and Shamans from all Four Nations had gathered at the request of the 
Spirits to act as advisors and mediators, and held a trial by the Spirits. 


“All the past actions of every Avatar was put under heavy scrutiny. How many Decrees had 
been made in ignorance or selfishness? That’s thousands of lifetimes, yet it was as if she 
were being judged for every Avatar’s past decisions. So many Decrees were justifiably kept; 
some were revised, and others were rescinded completely. 


“The Avatar certainly sti// holds a lot of the same power, but now — they can’t make a Decree 
that is influenced by personal opinion and Human emotion. Humans are corruptible and can 
corrupt. 


“So when making Decrees that affect people and the world in particular, the Avatar is held 
heavily accountable by the Spirits. They cannot make rash decisions; they must have very 
solid reasoning why they are making such a decision to ensure that they aren’t being petty; or 
coming from Human reasoning and compassion. 


“Human reasoning and compassion are good things; they are necessary. But in some cases, 
they can come at a heavy cost the world that the people living in it have to pay. Now, the 
Spirits and the Avatar have rules that they each must always follow.” 


“What are these rules?” 


“Much of it is among the Spirits, so I don’t know all of them. But I’m aware of one that will 
help you...at least somewhat. There was a time when the Spirits’ Judgements took people; 

guilty or not. But now the Spirits will not bring Judgment on anyone who is innocent. Being 
separated from the Fire Nation, it gives you ample time to warn Ozai to cease his ill-intent.” 


Iroh grimaced. That was basically only ensuring /ess people would die. And s¢i// put his 
nephew at the same risk... 


“My brother is a proud, stubborn man. He very likely won’t listen.” Iroh said. He recalled a 
previously sent letter that more than likely had gone ignored; considering the various news 
that had reached him during his travels. 


“He still deserves an olive branch of mercy,” Priestess Kaori said. “And at least you can say 
that you tried repeatedly, even if he doesn’t listen. He can’t claim that he wasn’t warned. You 
could even warn others of what’s to come if he does not listen and they continue to blindly 
follow his destructive path.” 


“That could result in civil war.” Iroh pointed out. 
Priestess Kaori nodded, her expression especially grim. 


“T am a Priestess of Svaha, I shouldn’t be taking such horrible things into consideration, even 
unintended as they are. But in war, leaders are often targeted, aren’t they?” 


It was yet another desperate bid simply to ensure Zuko’s safety. It was the cost of only 
hundreds dying verses the cost of thousands. 


(Iroh shivered at the thought of Firebenders being snuffed out like mere candle flames.) 
“If Zuko becomes a Spirit, we can’t know what kind he’Il be...” 


Iroh hated how up in the air all of this was. He was a man who liked having a solid plan in 
place, but his only options were desperate bids. 


He couldn’t warn people; not directly. He couldn’t risk being arrested for treason, and Fire 
Nation people wouldn’t take kindly to being told they were wrong and in danger because of 
it. He’d have to handle this carefully. 


Once again, Iroh drafted several letters to send to Ozai, having no idea what he should say. 
He could probably send something to Ursa; she could probably depart some much-needed 
wisdom. But then she would worry for Zuko, of course. Iroh worried what Ursa’s response 
would be. A mother protecting her children was a terrifying force. He could be putting her at 
risk in one too many ways. 


Ursa was a sparrow-mouse in a court of scorpion-vipers. 
But then again... 
Maybe he could advise her a course of action. 
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Two Tales of Spirit-Claimed 


(In the time of Avatar Kyoshi, who was only a young child at the time and had not yet been 
discovered.) 


The story of Zhuanxu, a powerful Earth Spirit; Father of Mi-Chu, Yin-Qin, Cao-Wei; the 
Three Sacred Mountains of the Northern Earth Kingdom. 


Yen-Bai, a woman with enormous greed, renamed Mi-Chu, Zhuanxu’s Son after herself. She 
blockaded Mi-Chu’s pathways and main pass, not allowing travelers through without paying 
a toll. Those who paid the toll passed safely. Those who did not and could not were allowed 
into the pass, only to be attacked by thieves and killed. 


People who once called Mi-Chu their home were driven from their villages as Yen-Bai’s 
insurmountable greed grew. 


Desperate, the displaced villagers begged for help from the Spirits, and their prayers would 
be answered in the Spirits’ time. 


The conqueror Lao Ming, defeated Yen-Bai’s grandson, and he and his family fled. 


Powered by greed and arrogance, Lao Ming began attacking the villages surrounding M1- 
Chu. He refused to surrender to Earth King Kwan. 


In the Spirits’ time, the great-great granddaughter of Yen-Bai, Yo-Rin, was Claimed by Mi- 
Chu, and circumstances brought her to his Mountain. 


Yo-Rin was used to bring Judgement upon Lao Ming and his soldiers, and Mi-Chu was 
reclaimed. 


The Name of Mi-Chu was remembered. 


Yo-Rin became a Spirit who guided those who were lost to safety; and led those with ill 
intentions, deep into Mi-Chu’s caves and tunnels never to be seen again. 


38 2K 


In the South Pole, there resides a Great Spirit called Kiviug, and his Son, Tikta. 


The Southern Water Tribes all share a dire warning; they tell the story of a great hunter of the 
Wolf-Deer Tribe, who is now called isumalluagiitchuk: the foolish and unwise. He did not 
thank the Great Spirit Kiviug and his Son Tikta; for a bountiful hunt after a particularly long 
and harsh winter when food was scarce. In his arrogance, the fool claimed the month long 
ritualistic tradition for himself. 


The fool bragged that he was the one who did all the work, so deserved all the credit. 
His son, Toriq, was Claimed by Tikta. 


During a harsh season when food was scarce, the Dolphin-Moose Tribe was taking far more 
than their fair share during hunts; leaving the other Tribes to slowly starve. 


Toriq was used to bring Judgement upon the Dolphin-Moose Tribe; and all its members; 
because of the foolishness of one man. 


The name of Tikta was remembered. 


The son had ended up killing several close friends. Knowing full-well what he had done, 
Toriq became a Dark Spirit; a bane upon the land. 


The Tribes must always share during difficult times; with their Tribe; and with their sister 
Tribes. 


It is said that a torn up, empty tent with the family that once lived inside gone without a trace; 
no blood, and no footprints entering or leaving; is because they were hording food; and so 
Toriq has paid them a visit. 
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Wishes Made on Glass Flowers 


Chapter Summary 


Iroh has questions. Ada and Chiyoti create. Zuko’s life changes yet again, for the better- 
ish. 
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Iroh felt like he was getting to know his nephew all over again. But it was different this time, 
thank Agni. Zuko was actually willing to open up to him; he didn’t flinch away from being 
touched, and to see how comfortable Zuko had become with fire... 


Iroh watched as Zuko casually lit a flame in his hand when he was talking — signing with 
those two other children, Hana and Ryu. Zuko briefly turned back to look at Iroh, and he 
waved, then turned and left with his friends. 


Iroh was able to have his own temporary house. It didn’t make sense for Zuko to pack 
everything just to move a few streets down. Plus, he was already settled. It was easier to go 
visit at the others’ homes. 


He watched as Zuko signed so easily with the couple; along with Tia-Lua and Hwadeog. Iroh 
was quick to realize that he really needed to practice more. He hadn’t had much reason to 
sign while he was gone; and definitely needed a refresher course. Iroh was finding that it was 
difficult to keep up at times. Kojin would speak and sign at the same time, and Pima very 
rarely did, mostly preferring to only sign. 


Zuko helped in the kitchen, and excitedly told Iroh, ‘I help N-A-N-I and Grandpa 
sometimes.’ 


“°Grandpa’?” 
‘P-I-M-A’s dad. He said to call him G-R-A-M-P-S. He showed me how to play ----‘ 


Iroh could tell that it was a game of some sort, so he had to ask Zuko to clarify. 


Iroh didn’t know the sign, so Zuko had to finger-spell ‘W-I-C-K.’ He then told Iroh about the 
game, and ‘Gramps’ often played with him. Zuko told him all about the various things he got 
to do with Kojin and Gramps; like fishing, or sparring, or sometimes they sat out on the roof. 


The fact that Zuko was willing to call Hwadeog that... Iroh smiled to himself. He was 
thankful that the man had been so willing to step up. 


Iroh then thought somberly of how Azulon had been so ready to cast his grandson out... A 
stranger had been willing to take on the role. It was a debt Iroh didn’t think he could ever 


repay. 


Seeing how Zuko carried himself compared to back then, compared to now... He had an air 
of confidence that he would most certainly carry with him all the way to adulthood — Iroh 
stopped, remembering. It was a bitter feeling. 


He wanted his nephew to have a long life — as normal as however possible. 
He’d find a way. The Avatar was still alive somewhere. 
+-+-+-+ 


Iroh made his tea. It was an art form that he had vastly improved upon during his travels. 
This was a batch worthy of Agni himself. 


The adults praised Iroh’s skill and thanked him for making the tea. 
Unfortunately, his nephew wasn’t very impressed. 
‘Tt still tastes like hot-leaf juice.’ 


Iroh heard the others snort and cough, obviously trying but failing spectacularly at hiding 
their laughter. 


“T can’t believe a member of my own family would say such a thing!” Iroh was slightly 
incensed at the insult to his beloved tea. 


He’d worked hard on this blend! He had made it special just for an occasion such as this. 
Iroh determined he’d have to have a talk with Zuko about the art of tea at some point. 
Zuko rolled his eyes, and took a few more obligatory sips. 


‘I’m going now,’ he signed, and didn’t bother to explain where he was headed or who he was 
going with. He waved goodbye as he picked up Sen, and hurried out. 


It was good to see that some things hadn’t changed, Iroh supposed. 


fopatet+ 


More than once, Iroh had to ask Zuko to slow down so he could keep up. He laughed and 
smiled, happy that his nephew was excited about something. 


He told Iroh how he was working in a man named Ada’s shop, and that he wanted to get 
hairpins for his mother and Azula. 


It made Iroh curious, that again, Zuko wanted something for Azula. What was the 
relationship between his niece and nephew? Iroh had been under the assumption that the two 
didn’t really know each other. At most, they were aware of the other’s existence. But from 
what Zuko was telling him — how hard he was working for Ada... 


It certainly didn’t seem to be the type of work for one who was desperately hoping for any 
kind of kinship between siblings. It was more of that akin to a relationship that was already 
there... The last time he’d seen Azula, she’d been indifferent to her brother leaving...which 
Iroh had assumed meant she didn’t care. 


He’d certainly spoken to her, but he’d only ever sat down a few times and had actual 
conversations with his niece. But Azula had always seemed disinterested in drinking tea, 
visiting with her uncle, and playing games. Perhaps it was due to time and distance between 
them. Perhaps he only knew how to talk to soldiers and Lu-Ten. Even the various very lovely 
and mature women he’d met on his travels. 


But really, all of that sounded like plausible excuses on his part. 


Maybe Iroh hadn’t really known how to talk to her specifically. He’d connected with Zuko 
far more easily. 


It’d been a few years since then. Iroh had been so lost in his grief, along with suddenly 
having a child like Zuko thrown into his care. Had he made incorrect assumptions when it 
came to speaking to Azula, and taking her responses to be like that of Ozai? Simply because 
she was so clearly in Ozai’s favor? 


Not that that was a good thing. 


Iroh had to ask, “Are you...” he started, then stopped, trying to think of exactly how he 
should frame his question. “How well do you know Azula?” 


Zuko’s expression went odd for several seconds. He then bit his lip and glanced off to the 
side, resolutely not looking at Iroh. 


He thought a few seconds too long about his answer. ‘I know she’s my sister.’ 
Zuko rubbed his finger at some invisible spot on the table. 


Iroh knocked on the table to get his attention. Amusingly, his nephew was quite the terrible 
liar. 


*...I don’t know?’ Zuko slowly added, looking even more unsure. 


Zuko started making a face like he was blowing...? Was he pretending to whistle? Except 
that he didn’t know how to whistle... Zuko then quickly signed something that Iroh didn’t 
really catch, beyond a few words like ‘late’ and a name, possibly? His nephew grabbed up 
Sen, and the ferret-fox made several happy squeaking and chittering noises as she wriggled in 
his arms. 


Zuko hurried out of the house. 


Which left Iroh contemplating what Zuko wasn’t telling him and why. Something had been 
going on... He thought back to his brief conversation with Azula. It was not how she said it, 
but what she’d said. 


He vaguely recalled it: that Zuko probably hadn’t known what was happening at the time — 
which had prompted Iroh to make sure his nephew understood what was going on... 


Iroh ran a hand along his beard, trying to put together the bits and pieces of something he was 
outside of. 


00000 


Today was exciting, after so many months, because Zuko had finally worked long enough to 
“pay” for two of Ada and Chiyoti’s hairpins. 


Zuko sat with Pima next to him, so she could interpret. Iroh and Kojin both sat off to the side, 
observing. 


Ada and Chiyoti both stood before a small alter, that had seven lit candles on it. A three-foot 
tall statue was seated on the alter; which had several pairs of hands. Each hand was holding 
what looked to be various tools, and colored marbles. The statue wore an elaborate-looking 
crown or something on its head. Zuko couldn’t really tell what it was from where he was 
sitting. 


The couple were going through a series of bows... 


“They are praying to K-U-M-A-R-A to guide their hands and flame as they create,” Pima 
explained, as she signed. “This is a purifying...” Pima paused for a moment, then continued. 
“Ceremony. So that any negativity in their attitudes and...Dark Spirits will leave and not 
have influence. You remember what I told you about how Firebenders create things?” 


Zuko nodded. 


The couple bowed again, and Ada dipped his hands in a bowl... He turned to Chiyoti, who 
poured what Zuko guessed to be oil from a bottle, onto Ada’s hands. Zuko could smell 
something sickly sweet. Ada rubbed his hands with the mixture, and then dipped his hands in 
the water bowl again. 


Ada then did the same for Chiyoti. Instead of rinsing her hands right away, Chiyoti ran her 
thumb horizontally over her forehead; and then washed her hands in the basin. 


They bowed once again. 


Both Ada and Chiyoti lit small flames in their hands that shifted between colors of blue, red, 
yellow, and orange... Ada burned a small tag into ash before forming the Flame with his 
hands. He bowed again. Then with a single breath, he put out the candles. 


They both walked over to the workbench, and looked at Zuko with a certain intensity. It did 
make things easier when people focused on him, but Ada and Chiyoti’s gazes made Zuko feel 
as if both of them could see into and through him. 


Zuko looked at Pima as she interpreted. 
‘°We’ll start with your sister. What is her name?’” Chiyoti leaned forward with some paper. 
‘A-Z-U-L-A.’ 


She nodded, then made a few sketches on the paper. Then she asked, “’ What is your wish for 
her?’” 


There were several things he wished for Azula. Mostly, Zuko wanted her to be safe. He 
thought of her being trapped there with Father. He didn’t want her to be alone, or lonely. 


They hadn’t been able to say their goodbyes to each other — he thought of those late nights 
they’d snuck out into the kitchens, and he missed her. He thought of the last time when — 
Father struck her. He wished he could have protected her and not been such a coward then. 


He wanted her to see how far he’d come with his own firebending. 
It took Zuko a few minutes to explain exactly what he wanted. 
Chiyoti was drawing as Pima interpreted. 


Chiyoti wrote a few more things down, and said something to Ada. Zuko didn’t catch, and 
Pima didn’t sign whatever they were saying. 


Ada nodded. 
There was a large, black-stone kiln in the center of the room that had a wide open mouth. 


Ada placed several stone jars into the kiln, and waited as Chiyoti set up several small bowls 
with something colorful in them. They looked like sparkling powders... Carefully, she added 
a few scoops of the powders to the jars in the kiln. 


She then selected various containers that were on a shelf against the far wall, and poured their 
contents out onto the stone counter where they would roll the glass. 


Ada inserted several long, thin metal rods into the jars. 


They both then made the symbol of the Flame. Ada took a deep breath, and lit the kiln with a 
stream of bluish-white flames. 


Zuko could feel the intense heat even from where he was sitting. Both of them were so close 
to the flames; he would have wondered how they didn’t get hurt or uncomfortable. He could 
see the fire move with their breaths. 


With a flick of her wrist, Chiyoti began swirling pinkish flames around one of the pots with a 
rod inserted. Ada then gently pulled out the rod, which had a lump of glowing hot glass at the 
end of it. 


He stuck the hot glass into one of the colorful piles on the counter and twisted the rod a bit 
before pulling back. 


Both of them began working together to spin, pull, and shape the tinted purplish-blue glass 
into a flower with several, very detailed petals. 


Ada carefully set the glass flower to the side. 


The flower practically glowed on its own — Zuko would have been tempted to touch it if it 
had been within his reach. 


Ada and Chiyoti repeated the process of making several different kinds of flowers, and they 
were in a variety of colors. 


Chiyoti then pulled out a thin, gold-colored wire, and using her tools; she began twisting it 
into a spiral while breathing purplish-red flames onto it. She then shaped and attached two 
prongs to what she was making. The wire glowed bright orange-red, and Ada began fusing 
the glass flowers to the wire. 


Zuko would have thought that they’d just melt the flowers, but they didn’t. 


The couple attached thin, delicate golden chains to the piece. There were gemstones attached 
to the chains, but Zuko couldn’t tell if they were real or made of glass. They made several 
smaller pieces that made up details of the flowers — twisting glass that looked so thin it 
probably should have been breakable. Both of them held their creation so close to their faces 
several times, and gently breathed fire or only heat. 


After a bit Chiyoti stepped over, and said something. 


Pima signed, ‘Think of all the things you want to tell her if she was right here with you. 
Every little thing you’d ever want her to know.’ Thinking for a moment, Pima added, ‘Think 
of what you would do if you wanted to comfort her and encourage her. Now. Keep hold of 
that feeling, and imagine stuffing it all together into a tiny-tiny flame.’ She indicated 
breathing with a simple motion of her hands, ‘When you’re ready, breathe some fire into your 
hands, and hold it out.’ 


Back then, he would always pat Azula on the head. He had been thankful that she’d helped 
him where she could. 


She’d always scowl at him, but never pulled away. Azula had acted as if his being able to pat 
her head was a privilege; and she was merely allowing him to get away with it. Like he 


should be thankful for the opportunity to even be within reach of her. 
He wondered if he’d ever be able to see her again. 


But if he could, Zuko thought of everything he absolutely wanted to tell and show Azula. He 
wanted to tell her that he’d seen Dragons. Would he be able to keep up with her now, and be 
decent sparring partner? There was so much more Fire could do...would she be impressed if 
he told her? 


She probably wouldn’t believe him about the Dragons though, because he couldn’t exactly 
show her. 


But he took that feeling, and everything that encompassed it, and breathed a small flame into 
his hands. 


Then, Chiyoti gently pulled the flame from him. Her expression shifted ever so slightly as 
she raised a brow. She surrounded the hairpiece with his fire for several minutes. Her fingers 
twisting ever so carefully; his flames started to look like glowing threads of yellow-gold that 
had a strange, white tint. Ada’s expression also changed very briefly, before his expression 
shifted back. He moved the piece around, helping Chiyoti cover it entirely. The hairpiece 
seemed to glow with a golden-yellow color for several minutes as it cooled. 


They set the piece on the alter. 
‘“° What is your wish for your mother?’” 


He wanted Mother to know that he was safe — well. As safe as he could be. That he was 
happy. He wanted to sit by the turtle-duck pond again, and walk through the gardens. He 
wanted Mother to be happy and safe from Father — he wanted her to be able to smile freely, 
and not be so sad all the time. 


He missed her and loved her. 


If he could show Mother how much he’d grown, show her that she didn’t need to worry about 
him... 


He’d find a way to break away from Chantico, someday. Maybe he’d be allowed to visit... 
Zuko listed the things he’d wanted for Mother. 


Chiyoti and Ada repeated the process of making glass flowers. These looked different than 
the ones on Azula’s gift. 


Small glass gemstones hung from hanging golden chains, and golden wire and delicate glass 
were twisted together — it definitely looked like an impossible creation. But between Ada and 
Chiyoti, glass was like a malleable thing that could take any shape. 


He wished he could hug Mother again. 


Once they were done, the couple then placed both the hairpins on the alter in front of 
Kumara. They then filtered the ashy powders and sand out of the pots from the kiln. There 
were small pieces of glass left behind. They washed the glass, and put it on the alter. 


‘They’re asking K-U-M-A-R-A to bless their creations, and that your feelings will reach the 
ones you’re giving them to.’ Pima explained. ‘They also give any remaining pieces back to 
him — K-U-M-A-R-A loves collecting shiny things to make his own creations.’ 


The couple bowed once again, and then carefully placed the hairpins onto the counter in front 
of Zuko. 


They glowed with that same, fiery energy — but this time, Zuko felt as if he could feel his 
Internal Fire outside of himself. 


“Do you like them?” Chiyoti asked, and Zuko nodded that he did. 
Uncle was next to him, looking at the hairpins with wide-eyed fascination. 
The couple carefully wrapped and boxed up the hairpins. 


Zuko made sure to bow in thanks to the couple, before leaving with everyone as Ada and 
Chiyoti waved goodbye. 


He couldn’t wait to send them. 
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It was beautiful... seeing what his country had been — and knowing what it became — it made 
Iroh’s heart ache. Look at what they had lost for meaningless glory. 


Watching how Ada and Chiyoti could bend their flames had been an incredible sight to 
witness. It had been as if their flames moved and breathed with them so seamlessly. Between 
them, their fires changed and mixed into different colors; yellows, greens, blues, oranges, 
purples, and even a silvery-white. 


A part of Iroh had been nervous seeing how close the couple would hold the glass to their 
faces — but the heat moved with and away from them with every breath. That incredibly 
intricate level of control was something not even Iroh had mastered. It was threading a 
needle blindfolded with absolutely no room for error. 


And the sight of the glass flowers; he had no idea how to truly describe the feeling coming 
from them. Like the glass was impossibly alive with Fire. 


Seeing how Chiyoti took Zuko’s own flame and manipulating it to look threadlike and 
winding it throughout the hairpins — and seeing how they glowed so beautifully... 


Fire truly was Life. 


There was also something about Zuko’s fire as Chiyoti manipulated it — Iroh had felt it; had 
seen its unnatural tint — that was Spiritual Energy, and a lot of it. Both Ada and Chiyoti had 


so clearly felt it, and continued on. He’d noticed that Kojin had seen it too. 

A small portion of Chantico’s influence was now housed within those hairpins. 
“T’ll be there in a moment,” Iroh signed as he spoke. “Go on ahead, I’Il catch up.” 
He approached Chiyoti and Ada. 


“Excuse me,” he gave a polite bow, and the couple returned their own. “That was beautiful. 
I’ve never seen such amazing work before.” 


“Thank you. You honor us.” Ada replied. 


“Might I ask...” he wasn’t sure how to properly say it. “When you used Zuko’s flames just 
then...it glowed with Spiritual Energy.” 


“Yes, it did,” Chiyoti simply replied. 
“And you still made the hairpins.” 


“Because Zuko was the one asking, we couldn’t change it to you or anyone else. It would 
have been a meaningless, empty wish.” 


Ada nodded. “Would have brought poor omens on those who received them.” 


They didn’t bother to explain beyond what they meant by that. But Iroh was focused on 
something else. 


“If Chantico’s influence is in those hairpins, do we — is there any concern?” 
The couple glanced at each other. 
Chiyoti let out a sigh. “That depends...on several things.” 


“Zuko wished for their safety — that he could protect them. From what, or would that be 
who?” Ada scratched his beard. “Making something that holds such selfless desires is most 
certainly strong on its own. But to have something that not only holds those desires; but also 
has a Great Spirit’s influence...then yes, there is some concern.” 


He shrugged and smiled gently. 


“Most certainly not for the ones receiving the gifts, but against those who might bring them 
harm. It’s nothing overly drastic, I assure you. The wishes just have a more powerful hold.” 


Interesting... 
“And what does that mean?” 


Chiyoti hummed thoughtfully, tapping her fingernails on the table. “A rudimentary way of 
explaining it is... Think of a wish being like the wind. Something you can’t exactly see or 
touch, but feel. The wind has an effect on the world around us; in the trees, and pushing boats 


along. A wish that has a Spirit’s influence is like a hurricane; but the one who has the wish 
over them is more often than not constantly in the eye of the storm.” 


Iroh wasn’t sure what to make of that. So, he asked questions, trying to understand an aspect 
of firebending that was long gone ever since Sozin decided to turn the Fire Nation towards 
war. 
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There came a day just a few months later, when Zuko was sparring with Pima. They stopped 
once they were finished and bowed. 


“You did really well, today. I think you’re ready.’ Pima signed, with a soft smile on her face. 
He stopped wiping his forehead to look at her. Ready? Ready for... ‘My test for Master?’ 


She nodded. ‘Your control has come along great! I'll talk to the Chief about you having your 
test...in...’ she paused thoughtfully. ‘In five days, I think.’ 


That was awesome! 


Zuko fist-pumped, releasing a small wisp of flame. He stopped, and hoped that wouldn’t be 
held against him. 


All Pima did though, was raise a very amused eyebrow as if she knew what he was thinking. 
“We’ll go over your training for the next three days, and rest the day before.’ 


Zuko felt jittery as if thousands of tiny fires were eating at his nerves. He took in a breath, 
and held it for several seconds before slowly releasing it. 


He’d been working towards this since he was like, ten. Zuko was not going to blow this. 
+-+-+-+ 

He was going to blow this. 

Terribly. 


Zuko glanced around at the crowd of people who had gathered in small groups, waiting their 
turn. There were rocks and trees in the way, so they couldn’t see what was going in. It had 
something to do with respect. 


Kojin had told him that the student learning the Lost Arts and their Master, would go to one 
of the ceremonial courtyards and perform in front of Ran and Shaw, and the Chief. Invited 
family members could come watch. 


There were colorful bursts of flames above the tree line, which Pima told him meant that a 
student had passed the test. 


He stood with Pima, Kojin, Gramps, Nani, and Uncle. 


It didn’t take very long for Zuko to notice that just being shy of thirteen, he was on the 
younger side of the students hoping to be declared Masters. 


It-it wasn’t as if he’d chosen to learn the level control that he did. Even to him, it felt like 
skipping more than a few steps. If anything, it had made his life more difficult. 


There were several people who pretended not to stare — probably at him, or at the left side of 
his face. That just made them more obvious. Zuko himself pretended not to notice. Most of 
them looked away if he so much as glanced in their general direction. Others looked at him 
with a scowl that he didn’t focus too much on. He just shifted his expression into a scowl and 
glared until they were the ones to look away first. 


He knew they wouldn’t do anything to compromise themselves. 


He knew that people were talking, but didn’t want to stare. They most likely weren’t talking 
about him; the deaf kid was probably the last thing on their minds. Some people could be 
bothered if they thought he was trying to invade on their conversations, or something. 


He also had too much to think about than stupid gossip. 


So he was just needlessly psyching himself out. But still. What if he failed? What if he 
embarrassed himself somehow? Disgraced Pima and made all of her hard work for nothing? 


Sen stuck her nose in his ear. He was jerked out of his thoughts, and he scowled at the ferret- 
fox who had an all-too pleased and mischievous expression on her face. 


Zuko then felt a hand on his shoulder. 
Uncle was smiling at him. ‘You’re okay.’ 
Zuko smiled and nodded, though it was probably more of a grimace. 
‘Maybe I should have brought along some calming tea.’ Uncle signed thoughtfully. 
Zuko shrugged. Uncle could drink all the calming hot-leaf juice he wanted. 
+-+-+-+ 
It felt like hours, though it probably wasn’t, it was finally Zuko’s turn. 
Uncle took Sen from him as they walked down the winding path leading to the courtyard. 


There was Chief Kaji and his wife...and Zuko couldn’t remember her name. Was he 
supposed to remember her name? Nobody had told him — oh, yeah. It was Han-Yi. They sat 
on stone chairs a good distance away from where everyone sparred. 


Ran and Shaw were both coiled on large, overhanging rocks at opposite ends of the yard, 
making them looming figures against the sky. Smoke rose out of their nostrils. Ran was 


looking at him very expectantly as she tilted her head. 


The simple gesture felt like it held far too much weight. Zuko stiffly waved at Ran, not 
knowing how else to respond. Ran’s expression looked sort of like a growl, clearly a 
Dragon’s version of a smile. 


So...he was amusing to her? 


No pressure, Zuko told himself. Just breathe in and out. His mind went through the steps: 
first bow to Ran and Shaw; then to Chief Kaji and Yan-H1; and then to Pima. 


He would perform a variety of katas with Pima. They would spar, and Zuko would show that 
he could execute the Lost Arts effectively. 


There were several boulders that had been melted already; and there were targets of various 
sizes and distances that had been set up. 


Zuko and Pima bowed; first to Ran and Shaw, then to Chief Kaji and Yan-Hi, and then to 
each other. 


They then went through a series of demonstrations; with Zuko showing what he could do. 
Showing that he was in control with every strike and burst of flames. It went smoothly 
enough. He didn’t stumble once. 


Then, Zuko used Fires Breath striking the boulders and targets with speed and accuracy. 
Then it was time to spar. 


They exchanged several fiery strikes, and began to incorporate Amaterasu s Blaze. This was 
something Zuko could relinquish just a little of his control on; the point of it was creating a 
massive, twisting blaze of fire anyway. He could release a lot of fire but not any of his control 


He and Pima traded the swirling blaze back and forth. Zuko’s Chi felt very much alive; 
prickling under his skin as if relieved it wasn’t being held back. He didn’t even really feel 
tired, yet. If allowed to, he could keep going for a while. 


Finally, it was Fires Bane. Zuko definitely wasn’t going to seriously use it against Pima. Just 
the very basic first level. 


He breathed, and reached out with his Flame — he could sense her Inner Fire, almost as if it 
were a tangible thing; like a lit candle right there in front of him. 


This was also when Pima got absolutely serious. 


She fought with fast, near-unpredictable spinning motions. More than once, Zuko had to twist 
away, and had too many close calls as she lashed out. This time, Pima didn’t make sure that 
her fire didn’t touch him — that was entirely up to Zuko, now. 


He could smell singed hair, which nearly made him gag. Pima’s fire brushed up against his 
exposed skin, as Zuko swiped at the flames to keep them away. 


Pima came at him with twisting fire-whips, and he tried pulling at her flames. Except she 
dispelled them, and struck out with a regular kick to his side that caught him off-guard. 


Zuko wheezed, forcing himself to move. He couldn’t produce fire if he couldn’t breathe. He 
rolled, and landed upright — except Pima was relentless. 


Everything she and the others had taught him - break someone’s root — and prevent them 
from getting it back. 


Zuko purposely threw himself to the ground, and went into a sort of spinning-kick motion 
that made Pima have to keep her distance. 


He did his best to force breath back into his lungs and focus; he didn’t want to fail here. 
Being able to prove that he’d ultimately earned the right to be here — that Pima hadn’t wasted 
her time on him — 


He rushed towards Pima. 


Zuko barely dodged a fist that was coming at his face — he ducked down, and flattened his 
palm as he shot up. He reached for Pima’s Inner Fire, and slammed his palm into her belly. 


He felt her Inner Flame flicker, and he held a fiery fist above her. Pima fell to one knee, 
gasping. She looked as if she were in pain — was she...? 


Kojin walked over just then, getting Zuko’s attention. He quickly put out his fist. Kojin 
motioned towards Ran while he helped Pima up. 


Zuko glanced over at Ran. She stood up with her wings splayed out. It seemed as if the earth 
itself shook as she roared, with colorful flames shooting from her mouth. It felt like there was 
an uncomfortable, rumbling hum in his left ear that stopped a few seconds after Ran finished. 


Kojin then tapped Zuko’s shoulder so that he’d look at the Chief and Han-Yi. They both gave 
him a respectful bow. 


Chief Kaji spoke slowly and purposefully. 


“Zuko, under the eyes of Agni, and with the Blessing of Ran, I am honored to declare you a 
Master.” 


He’d done it. He’d actually done it! 
Pima suddenly pulled Zuko into a tight hug. She let him go to sign, ‘I’m proud of you.’ 
Uncle and the others made their way to them. 


Gramps slowly reached over and patted Zuko’s shoulder exactly twice. He looked as if he 
were crying...? 


Nani signed, ‘I’m going to make a feast just for you!’ 


This was a good day. 
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Under threat of death and his Bending being revoked thus killing him, Iroh was allowed to 
attend Zuko’s test for becoming a Master. 


They didn’t start off going on the offensive; but rather traded flames; rotating with such 
force... This was Bending unlike anything Iroh had seen — he’d read the old legends, but 
that’s all they’d ever been. 


He’d seen Firebenders grab another’s flames from the air; Iroh had done the same thing 
himself. But this...he’d always known it to be something to grab hold of, and quickly release. 
Not only being able to grab hold but to have such control and such incredible hold while 
spinning and growing with the flames... 


Zuko’s skill was incredible; and seeing firebending like what his nephew could do... 


Flames shot past Zuko’s face, and he didn’t even flinch. He returned with his own volley 
without hesitation. 


Iroh wiped at his eyes. He was so, so relieved, so happy, and so proud. Ozai hadn’t been able 
to break his son’s spirit. 


To see what Zuko was truly capable of — all he’d needed was a kind and patient Sifu. 


Though...Iroh’s jaw dropped when he saw Zuko finally get past Pima’s guard and he did 
some sort of striking motion. 


It knocked the wind out of Pima, and she doubled over in obvious discomfort and maybe 
even pain. 


What was that? 
Iroh cringed as Ran roared, his poor ears. Zuko was officially declared a Master. 


Hwadeog was emotional, and Tia-Lua held his hand and patted his arm. She also wiped her 
eyes. 


“Are you alright?” Iroh asked them. 

Hwadeog nodded. “It’s just...seeing your legacy passed on is a wonderful thing.” 

Iroh smiled at his nephew who seemed to be in a strange mix of overwhelmed and overjoyed. 
+-+-+-+ 


There was plenty of celebration all around. 


It was good that they could celebrate now. Iroh knew that they’d be leaving soon; leaving the 
Fire Nation. He hated having to uproot Zuko’s life yet again, but there wasn’t much choice. 


Iroh had to start his search for the Avatar. Which meant making connections with all of his 
contacts who would have to do the searching for him. He couldn’t very well drag Zuko 
around the world, because Chantico might interpret that as “running and hiding”. 


So. Find a place in the Earth Kingdom that wasn’t yet occupied by the Fire Nation’s rule. 


Iroh had been concerned about people seeing Zuko — and how they might react upon seeing 
the brand on his face. 


Priestess Kaori had assured him that only those who were spiritually aware could see it. 
Which...considering how most of the people in the world were — that wouldn’t be an issue. In 
a twisted way, the brand also offered some protection. Even if people couldn’t see it, some 
instinctual part of them would naturally want to leave Zuko alone. So he didn’t really have to 
worry about them being hassled during their travels, and having something happen to him or 
to Zuko. 


He smiled over at his nephew who was sitting with Ryu and Hana. The two were arguing 
over something, and demanding that Zuko settle it. Zuko looked annoyed. Iroh couldn’t 
really see how his nephew settled the argument, but the response from the other two was a 
loud, combined, “What?!” 


Now, both of them were arguing with Zuko about what the other had said. 


Zuko just shook his head and shrugged as if to say ‘I’m not changing my mind’. It was truly 
amusing to watch — and — Iroh was truly grateful to these people for helping Zuko. To fully 
express it and pay them back, would be impossible. 


otato+ 


They only stayed a few more days so that they could prepare for their journey to outside of 
the Fire Nation. Iroh was mentally double and triple-checking that they had everything; even 
though he’d made sure when they initially packed. 


Zuko was saying his goodbyes to everyone. 

Pima was a crying mess. 

“He’s going out into the big world, now! My precious student’s grown so much!” 
"Maybe someday, we can leave the ruins," Hana said hopefully as she signed. 


Ryu wasn't really speaking, but signing quickly to Zuko. The poor boy looked as if he were 
going to burst into tears at any moment, but was holding himself back. Whatever he was 
saying, Zuko was nodding. 


Iroh stood just a few feet away, watching as Hwadeog and Tia-Lua quietly spoke their 
goodbyes. 


Zuko noticeably took a deep breath, and was nearly hunched, not exactly looking at them. 
“T...uhm...thangk you...” 


Iroh stopped. Zuko was using his voice. It was raspy and slurred in the way that someone 
who hadn’t used their voice in while would sound. He had to strain his ears a little to hear, 
and it was obvious that Zuko was nervous just saying a few words. 


“Ah...P1l kep pra-practish...what you show...it wasz funn...” 


It started to not make much sense, as Zuko wasn't actually completing his sentence. Zuko 
looked as if he wanted to say more, but trailed off, even though no-one was trying to stop 
him. He was slightly hunched over, and then the older couple both pulled him into a hug. 
From the way his shoulders loosened, Zuko was noticeably relieved. 


Zuko was getting better, Iroh thought. There was no need to rush. 


Once they were done, Priestess Kaori approached them. She had kept her distance out of 
respect, since goodbyes could be so personal. 


She gave them both a greeting bow, before she knelt in front of Zuko. Priestess Kaori slowly 
reached up, giving Zuko the chance to back away if he didn’t want her touching him. When 
he didn’t, she took that as permission to gently hold Zuko’s face in her hands. 


She bowed her head and whispered a prayer, “Svaha, please watch over this child, and that 
his destiny is meant for far greater things, and not one that ends in sorrow. I ask that you 
remind Agni of your love once again, and that you will show mercy to a misguided Nation.” 


Priestess Kaori then kissed Zuko’s forehead; leaving him with a small blessing. 


Zuko’s face was red, and he bowed to Priestess Kaori so rapidly that he nearly jostled Sen off 
of his shoulder. He quickly turned and made his way over to Tofu and climbed into the 
saddle, without Iroh’s help. 


“Ah, I didn’t mean to embarrass him...” 


“Tt’s quite alright.” Iroh couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’m sure anyone would be flattered to 
receive a kiss from such a lovely young lady.” 


The Priestess smiled. She looked at Iroh with a certain intensity that reminded him of Zhou. 
“He’ll be alright, Iroh.” 


She said it with such assurance; Iroh could tell that she believed it without a modicum of 
doubt. 


“Yes. He will be.” 


Because, the Avatar was out there somewhere, and he was going to find them. 


Iroh and Zuko waved to everyone one last time, and then they were off. 
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Zuko was going to miss everyone. Even though it was impractical and likely impossible, he 
probably would have stayed with the Sun Warriors for a bit longer if allowed. 


This was a new direction in his life, and he wasn’t exactly sure how to feel about it just yet. 
What was life like outside of the Fire Nation? He also was constantly reminding himself to 
remember to absolutely not use his bending if he could help it while in the Earth Kingdom. 


Would he even be able to use his firebending? 
He had so many questions, and Uncle couldn’t answer them easily right then. 


They were making their way through the Wilds, and Zuko could actually see the Lesser 
Spirits that lurked there. Instead of shifting shadows and balls of light; they actually have 
form. They look like the animals Zuko was used to, but something about them is entirely off- 
putting. 


Some had too-long limbs that don’t really fit their bodies. Like Humans were twisted up and 
shrunken down and were now wearing the skin of the creature they were pretending to be. 
They passed a very large wolf-rat. It was far too big to be anything else but a Spirit. 


Its eyes looked far too intelligent and cruel, almost as if it were Human. 
It raised its hackles, showing its teeth, but it didn’t move from its spot several feet away. 


A little girl with gray-blue skin much farther off was waving, as if desperately beckoning for 
help. She wore fancy clothing, as if she were the daughter of some high-class Noble. 


She had that silvery-blue glow surrounding her that only Spirits would have, so she was 
anything but Human. 


Zuko gripped Sen tightly and hunched his shoulders, doing his best to ignore her as he stared 
at the back of Tofu’s head. 


Uncle pulled Zuko close, assuring him that he was safe. 


The Lesser Spirits on Zuko’s right, followed along after them; keeping their distance and 
sticking to the shadows as they lurked behind rocks and trees. 


The ones on Zuko’s left however, kept a very wide berth. 


Chapter End Notes 


The stuff involving Ada and Chiyoti were telling Iroh is going to be way more 
elaborated on in Azula’s Arc, since I didn’t want to info dump throwing in so many 
details. 

Did I look up how to make glass?? Yes, I did. Did I go down rabbit hole of distractions 
while finding out this information?? Also yes. Ada and Chiyoti sped up the process with 
a lot of mysticality that made it seem a lot easier. 

I'll be participating in Zutara Week, so this fic won’t be updated for a bit. 

Windflower: protection against evil 

Chrysanthemums symbolize fidelity, while hydrangeas symbolize heartfelt emotions for 
the people you love including your spouse, children and family. 

The Gladiolus flower signifies remembrance. Heather Lavender symbolizes admiration, 
solitude and beauty while white heather symbolizes protection and indicates that wishes 
will come true. 

Orchids are royal looking ornamental flowers and the white ones symbolize “I Miss 
You”. White orchids also convey purity, innocence, and elegance. 

Carnations are common "I miss you" flowers. Pink and red carnations can both be used. 
Pink carnations are often used to signify the concept that someone is unforgettable, 
while red carnations symbolize both admiration and missing another. 

Hey. Um. Remember this lil’ scene way back in chapter four when Iroh wanted him and 
Zuko to be dropped off at a particular island on the way to the ruins?? A few excerpts: 


Some sailors swore they saw strange lights and shadows floating over that particular bit 
of ocean. Even the island itself was said to hold vengeful Spirits. People getting taken — 
seeming to vanish out of existence within minutes when they weren’t in their 
companions’ eyesight. 


Perhaps that was why the Sun Warriors chose that particular island — for all the dangers 
surrounding it; Spiritual and Physical. So it involved going in a very roundabout way. 
“Are you sure you wanna be taking a kid like like...like him to that island?” the Captain 
asked, looking at Zuko skeptically out of the corner of his eye. “It’s well, you know.” 
The Captain whispered, “Cursed.” 


Iroh pretended he didn’t hear a few of the sailors whispering amongst themselves 
wondering if he was planning to abandon Zuko to the wilds. It’d been known to happen. 
It was said dark Spirits came from lost and abandoned children. Or people gave their 
unwanted (burdensome) children to the Spirits to do with as they pleased. 

It would be the perfect place. No-one would question it or blame him. They wouldn’t 
even stop him. The sailors would offer morbid comfort as he left him behind... 


Haha...heh...yeah... 
Look at this amazing fanart!! It makes me tear-bend with joy. 


Iroh and Dwaeji 


If Iroh Didn’t Want his Ideas Being Questioned, then Maybe He 
Should Consider Following His Own Advice 


Chapter Summary 


Iroh’s needlessly overcomplicated plans come into question when he ingests poisonous 
plants in his never-ending quest for tea, or so he claims. 


Zuko thinks Uncle must have lost his mind. 


Iroh learns of a strange Earth Kingdom town called Shtisan, where he and Zuko can 
potentially live. 


Chapter Notes 


This chapter was supposed to be longer, but then it had to be cut to avoid info-dump and 
OC introductions would be far smoother. Plus, there’s a lot of stuff that goes on with 
them. 

So...yay to more chapters I guess. Even though it keeps on pushing other chapters 
back... 


Some warnings: People can be jerks. There are also some pretty grim implications 


towards children, references to war violence and what comes along with it, and 
unreliable narrators. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Previously: 


Yoichi covered his face, and Iroh could hear the choke in his voice, nearly drowned out by the 
drunken shouting and music. “I failed him. I came back from school one day, and Michi was 
Just... gone. My parents sent him off, somewhere — because he was “too much work”’.”’ 
Yoichi’s voice was laced with sarcasm as he snorted bitterly. “They wouldnt tell me who 


bought him, no matter how much I pleaded...” 


Troh couldn t help but think of how wrong it was, what happened to Michi. Iroh felt guilt, 
because he knew that this sort of thing went on all the time. Even if flawed children stayed 
with their families, they were often hidden away, their existence never really acknowledged. 


It was sort of the common knowledge that no-one openly discussed. He could ignore it, as 
that was simply how things had always been done. He had gone through his entire life so far, 


easily ignoring people like Michi...and like Zuko. 
It had never mattered. 


It was simply accepted and expected that flawed people would be hidden away from public 
view, so that their enemies would only see the most elite and powerful. Or to maintain that 
perfect public image that everyone strived for. They still had their uses...it was just always 
outside of the other Nations’ view. 


He could ignore all of it, because it had never affected him personally . But now, that he 
personally witnessed the cruelty — and saw the grief that was on Yoichi'’s face as he spoke of 
his brother — who may not even be alive anymore... Michi was treated more like an animal 
being bartered off than an actual Human. 


Uncle pulled Zuko close, assuring him that he was safe. 


The Lesser Spirits on Zuko 8 right, followed along after them; keeping their distance and 
sticking to the shadows as they lurked behind rocks and trees. 


The ones on Zuko ’s left however, kept a very wide berth. 


Iroh woke up from his slumber, disturbed by some odd noise. All those years in the army and 
wandering the world had instilled a sense for things happening far too close for anyone’s 
comfort. 


He slowly sat up, and froze. A large Weasel-Snake Spirit hovered over his sleeping nephew. 
Its whiskers flowed out around it, as it sniffed Zuko’s hair. It didn’t seem to take notice of 
him, and Iroh wondered what he should do to make it leave. Would it attack him if he tried 
anything? 


Just then, Zuko mumbled in his sleep, and shifted, revealing the left side of his face. 


The Spirit’s bright yellow-green eyes widened, and it screeched and hissed, splaying out its 
fur as if it had been viciously threatened. Its long limbs flailed about wildly, and the Spirit 
fled within seconds, disappearing behind several rocks. 


Relief and concern filled him. Relief that the Spirit hadn’t tried anything. Mild concern, 
because of how intense that reaction was. At least, to some relief Zuko didn’t have to worry 
about being attacked by such things. 


Other than the Weasel-Snake, the Spirits around them left Iroh and Zuko alone; and mostly 
observed from a good distance. The Spirits were far more active than last time... He’d 
discovered soon after embarking on his travels that after drinking the Spirit Water; the Spirits 
would observe and pass him by. 


Some glanced and sniffed the wind; inspecting him — but ignored him for the most part. 


Iroh wondered if they were attracted to Zuko’s presence, yet once they realized the mark, 
they were terrified and would run. 


He could only sigh, feeling exhaustion, yet he couldn’t truly rest. 
At least he was able to doze for a bit before they had to get moving again. 
The rest of their trip was thankfully uneventful. 


Mostly following the path Iroh had taken last time, they made their way to the small village 
where a fisherman gave them a ride to one of the larger ports. 


Iroh was forming a plan as he went. 


Once they were at a much larger port town, Iroh was able to send the gifts off to the palace — 
along with a letter of his own addressed to Ozai. It consisted of Iroh insisting and 
encouraging Ozai to stop the war. He was essentially begging without being too direct about 
it. 


He had to send letters to his contacts throughout the Nations to keep an eye out for the 
Avatar, and to send word if they heard or saw anything. He wouldn’t exactly go into full 
detail with everyone, but there would be those who would need to know how dire the 
situation was. 


It would have been very annoying and suspicious if Iroh was sending so many letters at once. 


So, Iroh sent letters to a select few of the highest-ranking members in the White Lotus 
informing them of what was going on; along with instructions of what they needed to do and 
where they needed to send their own messages out. His messages were communicated 
through Pai-Sho moves, of course. 


The spread and gathering of information would work much easier that way. 
‘Why are you sending so many letters?’ Zuko asked. 


“T currently have several games of Pai-Sho going on with friends I’ve met during my 
travels,” Iroh proudly explained, chuckling at how Zuko rolled his eyes. He spoke and signed 
conspiratorially. “Just between us, Nephew, it’s more than just a game, you know.” 


‘IT guess. But it’s still boring.’ 
“T’ll have to teach you some of the finer strategies. You’ Il gain an appreciation for it.” 
Zuko didn’t look like he believed him. 


He noticed out of the corner of his eye a few people were staring at him — at Zuko. Their 
expressions weren’t something that made Iroh feel concerned, but they couldn’t be 
considered friendly, either. 


Even in this place, seeing someone like Zuko was a rare sight. Morbid, intrusive thoughts 
entered Iroh’s mind: did any of the homes here had someone flawed locked and hidden away 
inside? How many people here had taken their unwanted children to the Wilds and just left 
them there? How many had bought those children? 


How many traded them off like cattle and found ways to justify themselves and no-one 
argued with them? 


If anyone like Zuko tried to buy food were the stall owners honest, or did they try to rip the 
person off because they didn’t know any better? 


Was that something Iroh had to teach Zuko about? He probably should, just in case. Show 
him the things to watch out for; the small tells a dishonest and greedy stall owner would 
have. 


A tap on his arm got Iroh to focus once again. Zuko was frowning at him, looking mildly 
concerned. 


‘Sorry, I was lost in thought.’ 


Iroh put his hand on Zuko’s shoulder — noting how much taller his nephew had gotten — and 
gently guided him towards where Tofu was waiting. He didn’t want to tell Zuko that he 
shouldn’t sign in public. Especially when he so obviously hated using his voice. Iroh didn’t 
want to push him too much. 


They made their way through the crowd towards the docks so they could eventually sail to 
the Earth Kingdom. 


Iroh signed to Zuko, telling him to stay where he was. 

Zuko scowled. ‘Why? I’m not a little kid.’ 

He was still a child, but not the one Iroh had to leave behind. 

He had to remind himself of that, and give his nephew far more credit. 

‘Fine.’ Iroh didn’t take very long to relent, and Zuko admittedly looked pleased. 


Iroh managed to find a ship’s captain easily enough who was willing to take him to an Earth 
Kingdom port that they had to stop at anyway. 


The ship’s Captain was a stern-looking woman. She arched her brow when Zuko signed 
something. 


“T don’t ask questions, nor do I answer them if others come lookin’ in special cases like 
these, General.” she said. 


“No, I...” Iroh tried to explain, not wanting the woman to have the wrong impression. But 
she turned away to check with the crew that everything was in order. 


‘What was she talking about?’ Zuko asked. 


‘She says we’re a special case,’ Iroh explained, not being sure if he wanted to go into detail 
what the Captain meant. 


+-+-+ 
The men weren’t exactly the type used to having high-quality teas. 


Most were indifferent about it, though. They were of the gruff sort, and more than likely 
drank alcohol over anything else. 


The crew only interacted with Iroh when they had to. They ignored Zuko, communicating 
anything they might have needed through Iroh. He did try to get Zuko acknowledged by them 
— but it was always fruitless. The men just couldn’t seem to wrap their minds around the fact 
that Zuko was able to communicate if the crew made the effort. 


Or they just didn’t care, as neither Iroh nor Zuko were part of the crew; and they didn’t 
usually make friends with clients. 


Iroh didn’t know how — or if he should even ask whether or not Zuko was bothered by this. 
He probably was, considering that Zuko had gone from having several people — friends to 
talk to, and now only had an old man for company. 


A few openly stared whenever Zuko was signing to Iroh. 


In spite of his annoyances, Iroh continued being overly polite, using his people skills and 
plying the crew with varieties of tea. 


It was better to not start needless arguments when being trapped in the same enclosed space 
for long periods of time. He could simply try and convince them by leading through example. 


Zuko kept mostly to himself, holing away below deck with the animals for the majority of the 
day. Or if he wanted to spend time outside, it was somewhere he could stay out of the way. 


Iroh did what he could to make his nephew feel involved. It was hard, Iroh knew, that a big 
change like this could be daunting. He also felt guilty for essentially dragging Zuko away 
from everything he’d ever known even if it was necessary. 


+oto+ 


It was a few days later, Iroh sat out on the deck with his nephew. He played the burning wick 
game with Zuko, and so far, Zuko was ahead by one wick. 


A few of the crewmen were sitting nearby, lazing around after their shift. 
“You gettin’ that kid outta here?” 


Iroh glanced up at the one who spoke. He indicated Zuko with a quick nod of his head. 


“We’re going to start a new life in the Earth Kingdom.” Iroh answered, making sure that the 
men knew that he wasn’t just going to abandon Zuko once they’d reached their destination. 


The man was silent for just a moment, before nodding again. “...Good. Best of luck, then.” 


With that, he turned back to his companions and said something Iroh didn’t catch and walked 
away. 


“It'd be better if you made him someone else’s problem,” one of the others muttered. “I don’t 
get why someone like you is taking care of some flawed kid.” 


Zuko was suddenly ahead by two wicks. 

It was times like this that Iroh was thankful Zuko couldn’t hear what someone was saying. 
The air became thick with awkward tension. 

Zuko had noticed that his wick was burned down, so he tried to hand a fresh one to Iroh. 


Iroh smiled at him, and signed, ‘Something’s come up. Would you mind checking on T-O-F- 
U for me?’ 


Zuko looked at him questioningly, but Iroh gave Zuko a gentle push. ‘Go on. Ill be down to 
see you later. Why don’t you look at your books while waiting for me.’ 


Zuko huffed. ‘I have to study? Now?’ 
Iroh just nodded with a gentle smile. 


Zuko furrowed his brow, as if studying Iroh. He then glanced at the crew, making a face like 
he was trying to put pieces together. He must have figured out that something had happened, 
somehow. Iroh really should give him more credit instead of simply assuming that Zuko 
would do what he was told without question. 


With a huff, Zuko gathered his things and shuffled off in a very dramatic fashion, showing 
just how annoyed he was by Iroh’s request. 


Sen trilled loudly and flopped about as Zuko picked her up. 


Even though Zuko couldn’t hear their conversation, this wasn’t something he wanted his 
nephew being around. He then turned his full attention to the man. 


“Oh? Someone like me?” Right now, he couldn’t decide if he was the overprotective uncle or 
enraged Dragon of the West. Maybe a frightening mix of the two. Iroh smiled amicably, as if 
he were making the most casual and friendly conversation about the weather. “And whatever 
do you mean by that?” 


Several crewmen sitting around them slowly got up and left the one making comments on his 
own. 


Perhaps this man thought he could speak up; brazen in his foolishness. Perhaps he figured he 
could say something to Iroh and not worry about repercussions for absurd reasons only he 
could think of. Perhaps Iroh had been too friendly and casual in his attempts at conversation, 
and the man thought that he could say something without worry of admonishment. 


“Well...you’re you. I’m just saying that your life would be much easier if you sold him off to 
someone. You’d get a decent price, I’d bet.” 


Iroh continued letting him speak, digging himself even deeper. 


“People like him are a drain on anyone who are forced to take care of them. You could just 
leave him with the Earth-dregs and be done with it. They’d probably have pity on him. I’m 
just saying there’s no reason to uproot your entire life like this when you have far better 
options.” 


Iroh took a deep breath, and his anger was so obviously controlled. 


“T’ll admit that raising my nephew is challenging, but so is any child. Would you honestly 
cast out a child just because living with them is difficult? Zuko is an intelligent boy and a 
skilled Firebender. He’s already on the path of becoming a good man. Just because he’s deaf 
doesn’t mean he has nothing to contribute or should be cast aside. If you bothered trying to 
talk to him, made any effort at all, you’d know that.” 


Iroh excused himself. 


He found Zuko sitting with Tofu, with his Earth Kingdom Sign Language books spread out 
on the floor in front of him. Tofu was nuzzling his hair. Sen was wrestling with Tofu’s tail. 


He had a furrowed expression as he stared at the materials. 
Iroh waved his hand, getting Zuko’s attention. 


‘What happened?’ Zuko asked before Iroh could say anything. Proving that he did know that 
something had happened. 


Iroh wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell Zuko what the man had said. 


‘I just needed to have an important conversation with someone.’ Iroh changed the subject. 
‘How’s your studying going?’ 


*...I think I could mix it all up.’ Zuko didn’t look very happy. 


“Well, the Captain said we’d be dropped off at a port in the South-West, remember?’ Iroh 
glanced at all the books. ‘Why do you have all of these out?’ 


Zuko shrugged. ‘Practice... Comparing the differences.’ 


‘Differences?’ 


‘Hand-placement.’ Zuko showed a few examples of the same hand-position being in the 
center of the chest or forehead — but there were times that the signs were more to the side. Or 
it was even how the hand itself was held. There were subtle differences. 


‘Don’t overwhelm yourself.’ Iroh said as he pulled a book from the selection that was from 
the South-West region. ‘Let’s work with this one and practice together.’ 


He watched as Zuko showed him a few signs, and Iroh copied. 


Iroh knew that the crewman was simply ignorant, frustrating as it was. But he’d also had a 
good point hidden within his words; and had voiced many of Iroh’s concerns. 


There was so much more to it, though. 
Iroh wouldn’t be here forever. 


Zuko was already showing signs of fierce independence. Iroh could tell how much it 
bothered Zuko when he needed help — that he hated asking for it. He liked doing things on his 
own. 


There was certainly nothing wrong with asking for help here and there when it was needed, 
but a person needed to be able to venture out on their own into the world. 


Would Zuko be able to support himself? Would someone look passed his deafness and be 
willing to give him a job? Would they try taking advantage of him? Would they be actually 
willing to listen and see Zuko for who he was? Would someone truly consider him a drain on 
society if he couldn’t take care of himself? 


Iroh had never known anyone — how many had made it to adulthood? 


Iroh had said what he did without really thinking. Chantico’s Mark was blatant on Zuko’s 
face — it served as a constant reminder that time was limited. 


He wanted Zuko to have a life of normalcy, as much as he could, anyway. To experience life 
on his way to adulthood and beyond. He wanted to see Zuko become the man he was meant 
to be. 


To have the chances Lu Ten didn’t. 


He copied a sign — a simple hand placement a few inches to the side of his chest instead of 
directly in the center. That was all that was different, really. 


So amazing that such a small thing made all the difference. 
“You’re a good Sifu.’ Iroh told Zuko, beaming proudly. 
Zuko huffed at him but looked pleased. 


This was all he could really do for right now. 
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Zuko spent most of his time with Uncle, or with Tofu and Sen. He didn’t dare try 
approaching any of the crewmen since they didn’t seem interested in even trying to interact 
with either him or Uncle unless they absolutely had to. He didn’t want to risk annoying them 
or getting in the way. 


He watched as Uncle prepared tea for their hosts, and they accepted his offers, but it seemed 
to be more along the lines of them being polite because it was required. 


‘Why do you keep offering? They’re just pretending.’ Zuko asked Uncle later that day. 
‘I know. It’s more than obvious.’ Uncle replied with a small smile. 
‘Why give them tea?’ 


Uncle’s smile shifted to something very knowing, and Zuko knew right then that Uncle was 
going to share some of his wisdom with him and nearly regretted saying anything. 


‘Because...as guests, we can show our hosts that we’re grateful. Even if it’s a small thing like 
making tea.’ Uncle grinned even wider. He looked thoughtful. ‘Always be very polite, you 
know. Make sure they don’t have anything to complain about. What are they going to say? 
You were too polite? Always were making tea for them? It sounds silly.’ 


Uncle smiled, looking incredibly pleased. ‘Besides, serving good tea leaves a brew tea full 
mark on their heart!’ 


Uncle laughed... 
Zuko didn’t, not knowing what was so funny, or why Uncle was signing his words so weird. 


Uncle then had to explain that he was making a pun — explaining that the randomly thrown in 
“brew tea full” words sounded like “beautiful” or something. 


Zuko just nodded like he got the joke and smiled in a consoling way. 


Uncle didn’t look very comforted, mostly tired. But he didn’t look sad. So that was 
something. 
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The air was still hot, but not nearly to the same intensity as the Fire Nation. Plus, it didn’t 
have the same sticky humidity. The ocean was less of a dark, deep blue; but now was a 
bluish-green. 


From his spot where he sat on Tofu, Zuko took in the sight of various mountain ranges and 
how there was slightly more variety in colors that people wore. There were various shades of 
browns, greens, and yellows — which his clothing matched, now. There were also people 
wearing various shades of red. Their clothing wasn’t nearly as vibrant red or fancy as what 
Zuko had been used to seeing back in the Fire Nation. 


There was also an interesting mix of people — ranging from pale to dark-skinned. Well, darker 
skinned than he was used to seeing. 


He glanced over at Uncle who was standing next to the Captain, and they were probably 
talking. 


Zuko focused his attention back to the crowd. 


There were so many people. This place was even busier than the other ports Zuko had seen. 
There were a few people who were Waterbenders — which was obvious because they were 
guiding the boats along by waving their arms in synchronized movements. They wore dark 
shades of blue-green colors, and intricate tattoos lined their faces, backs, arms, and legs. 


Did the tattoos mean anything? 


From what he’d seen and been told, only people who lived a life of crime had tattoos. He’d 
seen people like that. But their tattoos were different. The Waterbenders’ looked like intricate 
designs. He wished he could get a closer look, because of the complexity. 


They were...talking, making gestures with other people wearing different colors as they 
stood on their boats that were docked at the harbor. 


There was someone who — 


Tofu was pulled to the side, and Zuko turned his attention to Uncle who smiled up at him. 
‘Ready to go?’ 


Uncle didn’t have to remind him, but he did anyway. Stay close, pay attention, don’t wander 
off... 


After double-checking everything, Uncle put on a rather ridiculous-looking frayed conical 
hat. Zuko did a doubletake when he realized that Uncle had shaved; his facial hair was gone. 
It made Uncle look strange. 


Uncle mounted Tofu and sat behind Zuko. 


Zuko had never seen people with green eyes before. And there was someone earthbending 
casually, as they made steps to walk on top of the roof of a building. 


There were people wearing unique clothing that was styled different from what most 
everyone else was wearing. The pants some of the men were wearing looked especially 
baggy. Some of the women among them wore colorful material wrapped around them. He 
also admired the swords some of them wore at their hips; the blades were very curved and so 
different looking from his dao that Zuko almost wished Uncle would stop so he could have a 
chance to really look. 


There were a few animals that Zuko had only seen pictures of — and others he had no idea 
what they were called. He could probably guess, though. 


He didn’t exactly stare. But trying to take everything in was near-overwhelming. So many 
new sights and smells — there were spices, but it smelled different. There were also lingering 
odors of fish and sweat, and something else unpleasant lingering underneath. 


A few people did stop to look up at them with some curiosity, while others simply continued 
with whatever they were doing. 


Some people stared intently...could they see the mark on his face? None of them were acting 
like they were concerned... So maybe they couldn’t? No-one was acting worried. 


Out of curiosity, Zuko closed his eyes and tried focusing on all the people around him. 


It turned out to be a bad idea because he was slammed with an overwhelming amount of 
colored fire and surface emotions. Zuko would have collapsed and fell if Uncle hadn’t been 
hanging onto him. 


Uncle tightened his grip around Zuko, and then Uncle was leaning forward into his vision. 
“Are you alright?” 


Zuko just gave a quick nod, not wanting to throw up. It just took a moment for his head to 
stop spinning. 


Uncle insisted that they needed to stop and buy a few things. 


Zuko only agreed because that would give him a chance to look around — not wander off, of 
course. Just stay in one place or right near Uncle and watch all the people going by. 


He glanced over at whatever Uncle was so interested in buying that he absolutely needed it in 
his life. It appeared to be more for stuff like ingredients for tea? Or was it souvenirs? 


That got Zuko to roll his eyes. 


He happened to notice that the stall owner was openly staring at Zuko’s wrists — which he’d 
quit hiding some time ago. His shirt collar also showed the edges of the burn on his shoulder. 


The stall owner quickly shifted his gaze towards Uncle. His expression didn’t exactly look 
sad. No-one stared at his face, though. 


Uncle and the stall owner were talking, but the man spoke way too fast. He nodded and 
bowed, and Uncle did the same. 


Whatever. Uncle could do his dumb shopping. 
Zuko moved away but made sure to stay right next to Tofu. 


A small group of those strangely dressed people were walking by. One had some kind of 
mongoose-bird on his shoulder. Its vividly colored tailfeathers were extremely long, reaching 
several feet down the man’s back. They either walked or rode on ostrich-horses or elephant- 


guars — huge animals that had both a large pair of tusks and horns. The book he’d seen the 
animal’s picture in failed to accurately describe how big they actually were. 


They certainly weren’t as big as Ren and Shaw, but they were almost as big as a small house. 


Two men separated from their group and walked over to look at something at the neighboring 
stall. They both had colorful cloths wrapped around their heads. One had a feather, the other 
had beads. 


Zuko wondered why they were wearing such things. Was it for honoring one of the Spirits 
like how Kaori and the Chief wore their headpieces? Or was it decoration? Did it represent 
some sort of rank or status? 


One was barefoot, while the other had one of those curved swords at his hip. 


The men were talking — and Zuko wasn’t looking at their mouths, he was just watching out of 
curiosity. But then, one of them glanced at him — and then the other did as well. 


Both had gray-green eyes that stood out from their darker skin — upon realizing that he’d 
been caught staring — which was so rude — he hated it when people stared. Zuko felt his face 
heat up. 


The men smiled at him, looking friendly enough and not angry that he’d been openly 
gawking at them. They nodded a greeting — and said something. To him? To each other? 
Zuko just quickly nodded like he’d understood in case they were saying something — but then 
he didn’t know how else to respond. He rejoined Uncle who thankfully was now done, pretty 
much saving him from any more potential mortification. 


Finally, Uncle and Zuko were heading out of the town. 
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The Earth Kingdom in a simple term, was boring once they left the town. Zuko had thought 
that it would have been more exciting than this. 


It was just...big, flat, and wide. Sometimes there were rocks. Or they were really big rocks. 
Sometimes those rocks were actually hills. There were also mountains. 


But really. 
It was the same thing over and over and over. 
Patches of grass, plants, dried up trees... Did it all have to be so boring all the time like this? 


For quite a while, they were passing several people. A few of them even looked Fire Nation 
and rode on Komodo-rhinos and mongoose-lizards. They barely even acknowledged him and 
Uncle. Most of them didn’t wear the usual reds he was used to seeing. 


The crowds slowly teetered off, and only every now and then they passed small groups who 
were Clearly friends and family. Or sometimes an individual who strictly kept to themselves. 


Most people Zuko noticed, tended to keep their heads down. A few did have a friendly smile 
and bow as they passed. 


Soon, they pulled off to the side for a break. 
It didn’t take long for Sen to find a hole to scramble down into. 


Uncle made a face as he glanced towards the hole... Zuko looked over, and Sen popped out 
with a bloody prize of something... 


Whatever it had used to be, it was near Sen’s size and had eight hairy legs. Sen decided the 
best spot to eat her meal was Zuko’s lap. Blood and guts covered Sen’s whiskers and fur, and 
now Zuko’s pants. Sen tried to share a hairy, half-eaten leg. Bits of blood and gore dripped 
from it. 


He just took the leg and put it down on the ground in front of him and continued eating his 
own meal. Sen finished what she was eating, wriggled around a bit and ate the leg she’d 
offered to Zuko. 


Zuko ate his food like nothing was wrong, simply being used to Sen doing stuff like this. 
Though Uncle seemed a bit...he was making a face, like he was grossed out. But he didn’t 
say anything. 


“Where are we going?’ Zuko asked after a while. 

“To find a place where we can settle,’ Uncle replied, and left it at that. 

Zuko sighed. He mentally muttered to himself about Uncle not telling him anything. 
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The stars looked different. There were also Spirits dancing around high above them in the 
sky. They looked like colored lights with long, thin tails. 


Zuko shifted around, trying to get comfortable. The ground was hard. He thought that maybe 
a small rock was digging into his back. 


He finally managed to go to sleep after what felt like forever. 


They continued traveling. Uncle seemed to already have a destination in mind. Probably. 
Things may have looked the same, but they definitely weren’t going in circles. 


But he still hadn’t said anything about where they were going. Not much, anyway. Zuko tried 
not to let it annoy him too much, but he didn’t understand why Uncle was being so closed off. 
Or maybe mysterious? Was that how to describe it? 


Maybe Uncle really was lost, and he was just pretending to know where they were going. 


They stopped to rest for a bit. As they were sitting there, a small group of men dressed in 
matching green and yellow uniforms passed by, riding on...on... what were they called? 


Ostrich-horses. They had to be Earth Kingdom soldiers. 
One of the men held up a hand, and everyone stopped. What was going on? 
“** Your business,” the leader of the soldiers was saying to Uncle... 


Uncle stood up and was speaking to them. He motioned for Zuko to stand up as well, signing, 
‘Be polite.’ 


Quickly, Zuko joined Uncle and gave a simple bow — making sure not to form the Flame. He 
watched the soldiers hesitantly. He tightened his grip on Sen, who seemed annoyed. 


Zuko tugged on Uncle’s sleeve. ‘What’s going on?’ 

“They want to talk to us,” Uncle explained, signing and speaking. 

Why would the soldiers want to talk to them? 

‘We didn’t do anything...’ Zuko pointed out. 

Uncle was translating. 

“Yes,” Uncle agreed. “But they’re soldiers. It’s their job to keep people safe.” 
Should they be worried? 

Were they stopping everyone? 

Or were they stopping them in particular? 

The men were friendly enough as they smiled and were talked to Uncle. 


Since they weren’t surrounded by a massive crowd this time, he closed his eyes and took a 
deep breath. They were a mix of colors; grays, a sky blue, reds, even a pink. They were all 
simply curious, and understandably cautious. 


Uncle was a sort of soft, yellow color. He felt, not worried, exactly. 


Zuko opened his eyes and watched carefully, wondering if they actually had something to 
worry about. Would they have to fight their way out of a bunch of soldiers? 


That didn’t seem to be the case since the one who appeared to be the leader nodded and 
waved, and after a few more parting words, the soldiers were off. 


Uncle looked visibly relieved. 
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One of the things Iroh especially disliked doing was being dishonest with Zuko and keeping 
him out of the loop. But Zuko was a terrible liar, Iroh had learned. Sharing information with 


him would have made it seem like they had something to hide; and that Iroh really was 
manipulating a deaf child and using him as a disguise to travel unimpeded. 


At the worst, people probably would kill Iroh, and take Zuko somewhere else, believing that 
they were rescuing an ignorant child from a manipulative abuser. Zuko would be distraught. 


Iroh had found that in his travels — the Earth Kingdom certainly and very understandably 
wasn’t receptive to Fire Nation soldiers. But when it came to Fire Nation refugees — 
particularly those who were like Zuko and their family members, fleeing their Nation — there 
were enough concerned whispered rumors that reached people even here. 


There was also having Zuko use Earth Kingdom Sign — making it look like they could have 
come from one of the Colonies. It left people with enough open interpretation that they would 
make their own assumptions so Iroh didn’t have to. 


Most of the time, those were people who were shown far more mercy, understanding and 
kindness. Zuko’s scars were in fact, the perfect disguise. 


Iroh had been thinking of a plan as they neared their destination — there was a town not far 
from here where one of his White Lotus contacts resided. 


Baem worked as a Healer, and Iroh figured that they needed a good excuse to see the woman. 
He was being overly cautious, he knew. But people might ask questions, wonder why 
someone was going to see a Healer when there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with them. 


There was also Zuko, who would wonder why they were stopping at some Healer’s house 
when neither of them was sick. 


Keeping Zuko out of the loop of White Lotus activities gave him deniability. Ignorance kept 
him safe. 


Iroh spotted a plant and recognized that it was poisonous. 
Well... 


A plan formed in Iroh’s mind. They really weren’t that far from the town Baem lived. They 
could make. So...it should be worth the risk. 


But first, just in case. He waited a bit longer until they were closer. And he saw a plant that 
could pass as the cure for the ailment the first plant caused. Even if the second one was also 
poisonous. 


Iroh took the plunge and prepared some tea. He wondered if Zuko would notice if Iroh didn’t 
offer him any this time — or if Zuko would simply be grateful. 


It didn’t take long for the reaction to start. 


Of course, there was another plant that Iroh claimed was a cure (it wasn’t) but Iroh prepared 
that one as well. As patches of his skin began to break out in terribly itchy hives, Iroh thought 
about how he often told his nephew and others around him to think things through. Perhaps 
he should consider following his own advice. 
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Zuko gaped at Uncle, who was swollen with various red spots that made Zuko feel itchy from 
just looking at them. Uncle had yet another plant in his hand. A good part of Uncle’s face 
was swollen around his mouth, and Uncle was talking to him? To himself? It was hard to tell. 


But Uncle had a look on his swollen face that seemed to be seriously considering eating the 
plant. Perhaps Uncle had lost his mind somewhere along the way in his travels, and that 
explained why he thought it was okay to just eat random things. 


“Thiz cud eel the **** onion,” Uncle wasn’t making any sense at all. Maybe the plants were 
making his messed-up mind even worse. Or maybe his mouth was just that swollen Zuko had 
no idea what Uncle was saying. “Orritd kud be dad*** pausen.” 


Zuko yanked the twiggy plant out of Iroh’s hand and whacked him with it a few times before 
throwing it on the ground. He seriously considered lighting the plant on fire but remembered 
that he had to control his flames and couldn’t just use his firebending so openly. Even if it 
was just the two of them out here. 


Uncle stared at him with a surprised expression. 
Signing furiously, ‘Stop eating things!’ 


Uncle was itching and itching even more and stopped to sign something about a town nearby? 
It took a moment to understand what his sausage-finger hands were signing. That just made 
Zuko even more annoyed, somehow. He glared at Uncle before stomping off towards Tofu. 
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The town was on the smaller side. 


Several people did look at them, some with curiosity; others didn’t look happy they were 
there. But no-one approached them. 


Uncle guided Tofu to a house. Uncle’s hands were too swollen to grip the reins, so he had to 
point while Zuko guided. 


It was...sort of like Uncle knew exactly where to go, maybe? They found it easily enough. 
Zuko knew that something was going on, somehow. But he couldn’t figure out what. He just 
had several puzzle pieces and no idea how they should fit together. 


The sliding door was open, and there were two people inside. A woman and a girl who was 
probably around Zuko’s age. 


Both of them openly gaped at Uncle in horror. 


Uncle was signing and speaking, but he looked really uncomfortable. Even though Uncle was 
signing, Zuko could barely understand what he was saying. 


The girl looked at Zuko and smiled. 


The girl excitedly approached him and used Sign — though — it was of the Earth Kingdom 
kind and it was terrible. Zuko had to really concentrate to understand her because her signing 
was so sloppy. 


“T’m Song. That’s my mom, Baem.” 
Song made kissy faces as she scratched Sen behind the ears and under her chin. 


She turned to look at her mom, who was saying something that Zuko caught none of. 
Whatever it was, Song nodded in response. She turned back to him. 


“Come shopping with me? Mom treat...” Song paused, looking thoughtful. ‘...man-brother?’ 
‘Uncle.’ Zuko provided. 
Song nodded happily. “Yes! That! Wanna go now?” 


Her signing was sort-of backwards with her grammar. Since they literally just met, Zuko 
wasn’t sure if he should correct her. 


Glancing over at Uncle, he looked even more itchy and uncomfortable, if that were possible. 


Song was the first person who wasn’t Uncle that had talked to him in several weeks’ time... 
Plus, Song was around his age...he just nodded. 


Song grabbed a small basket and Zuko’s hand, and she guided him towards the marketplace. 
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With Song and Zuko gone, Baem looked at Iroh with a very unimpressed raised brow as she 
bluntly asked, “Did you seriously have to go to this extent?” 


Not waiting for a response, she “tch’d” and began preparing a tea that was obviously 
extremely bitter from the smell alone. 


“T was being cautious,” Iroh explained well enough around his swollen lips and slowly 
swelling tongue and esophagus. “One doesn’t visit such a lovely healer as yourself without 
good reason. I just wanted to be sure it looked legitimate if anyone was watching. Besides, I 
couldn’t exactly tell my nephew why we were coming here.” 


Baem narrowed her eyes. “If that was the case then why didn’t you make a paste out of the 
abundant supply of wild crabapple-berries growing around here? You could have rubbed it on 
some cloth and made a bandage. It’s passable enough for blood at a glance — and 
instinctively, people look away from such wounds, even if they’ ve become numb to seeing 
them. As a matter of respect.” 


Well... 


“Or,” Baem continued, not waiting for Iroh to reply, “if you wanted a rash, or some kind of 
skin malady, you could have mixed the paste with some dirt. But no. You insisted on 
unnecessarily wasting my supplies.” 


From how she said it, Baem likely fully expected Iroh to pay for everything involved with his 
treatment, and then some. 


Iroh attempted to protest with perfectly sound arguments of his own. 


Not giving him the chance, Baem added, “And really, if you wanted to spare your nephew 
the gritty details, you could have told him something — besides making yourself suffer like 
this. Which I think you deserve. I’d leave you for a bit longer if your throat wasn’t at risk of 
closing up within the next thirty minutes. Don’t cut it so close, again, Mushi.” 


Iroh decidedly did not appreciate having his ideas questioned and much more feasible 
solutions offered. His plans were perfectly good and reasonable! 


His entire body itched, and his tongue felt disturbingly numb. 
Alright. So his plans sounded perfectly fine at the time. 


He was miserable, and the suffering and judgement he was currently enduring while Baem 
treated him non-too-gently wasn’t worth it. 


He may have pouted, just a little. 
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Zuko followed after Song, who did her best to face him as she was speaking to him. She 
spoke slowly and deliberately, and her signing was mostly understandable. He appreciated 
the enthusiastic effort Song put in, though...it took some time to slow down and focus to 
really understand. She substituted words here and there while signing. 


“T’m...learning because...useful. We’ve had deaf people come, no talk, no read, no write. 
Anger.” Song also smacked her forehead a few times to show... 


Zuko guessed it meant frustration. 


‘Just talk normal and sign.’ Zuko requested bluntly, feeling drained from dealing with Uncle. 
Song looked surprised, and even a little hurt. So Zuko hastily added a ‘Please. Makes it 
easier.’ 


He signed slowly enough to communicate his meaning, and she nodded. Looking less hurt, 
and more understanding. Should he apologize? Or was it too late? Song didn’t seem bothered 
by his annoyance anymore. 


As they walked through the marketplace, several people smiled at Song and greeted her. Song 
smiled and waved at each of them. 


“Who’s your friend?” one of the ladies working at the stalls asked with a smile. 

Song gestured as she spoke, signing brokenly. “Zuko. My mom’s helping his Uncle.” 

Zuko stopped to look at something at a stall, and Song was next to him again within seconds. 
“Do you need me to ask anything for you? I don’t mind asking.” 

‘Just looking.’ 

“Okay, well, let me know if I can do anything to help.” 


While Song was picking out some produce, Zuko stopped to look at some of the wares from 
one of the stalls as he waited. The guy had some very tacky-looking tiny carved stone statues 
that he was selling. Apparently, they were pocket-sized for travelers, so they could have luck, 
or some other good fortune. 


Sen’s tail started twitching irritably, so Zuko pulled her from his shoulder and held her 
against his chest. He didn’t want her jumping off and trying to grab something or even 
nipping someone. Zuko turned to see if Song was done and started making his way towards 
her when it appeared like she was. 


Suddenly, someone grabbed his shoulder and gripped hard. 


Although he was much better and didn’t go into blind panic; Zuko still hated his shoulders 
being touched — especially when he couldn’t see the person or see their hand reach for him. 


Reacting instinctively from all the times he’d practiced with Pima and Kojin — Zuko let go of 
Sen — who easily clung to his shirt — he grabbed the person’s arm and flipped them over his 
shoulder. 


He slammed the person into the dirt. It took a few seconds to fully register what he’d done. It 
turned out to be an old man. 


Wispy gray hair and carrying a cane in an arthritic hand, no less — blinking up at the sky, 
looking dazed. 


The man was staring wide-eyed for several seconds, as if he were shocked. Understandably. 


Then, he blinked again, and anger flashed across his face. He pointed at Zuko and started 
yelling, and then Sen’s fur was flared out. She looked ready to attack. 


Not wanting a repeat of what had happened to Jugo’s finger, Zuko swiftly grabbed Sen before 
she decided to take a chunk out of the man’s face or something. 


But Zuko pulled him to his feet and started instantly signing, ‘sorry,’ over and over. He tried 
explaining himself, all while making sure to use Earth Kingdom Sign. 


The man glared with so much fury, and Zuko quickly backed away to create distance between 
them. The man started shaking his cane at him, yelling with red-faced, boiling anger. 


With his bushy mustache and how he was yelling, Zuko had no real idea of what he was 
saying. 


The man kept yelling while he pointed and swung his cane around, and Zuko continued 
trying to back away. But the man kept getting closer, and Sen was now practically thrashing 
as she tried wriggling away. 


Just then, Song shoved herself between the man and Zuko. She had the basket on her hip, and 
she was poking the man in the chest several times. 


The man continued trying to argue, towering over her; but Song’s hand went flat against his 
chest, and she was shaking her head. Then, she was pointing off to the right several times 
very forcefully. 


A younger man rushed up to them and tried guiding angry man away. He s‘i// insisted on 
trying to argue, though. 


Song must have said something because both men shared expressions of shock. Angry man 
seemed to boil over in his rage even more, and his companion literally had to physically hold 
onto the man and drag him away. 


Song turned around and grabbed Zuko’s arm. She yelled something back behind her at the 
pair, and began walking, looking incensed. Zuko simply followed after her, feeling shaken. 
That could have gone far worse. 


Deep breaths, in and out. He made sure not to release any tiny puffs of flame or steam. He 
signed slowly. “What happened?’ 


Song shrugged, then said, “He was mad...he thought you were ignoring him. I’m not sure, 
but I think he must have thought that you were working at that one stall, or something?” 


Her confusion was evident. 
Her explanation didn’t make much sense. 
‘Just because I was standing there?’ Zuko asked. ‘He’s an idiot.’ 


Through broken sign mixed with speech she explained, “He’s always been mean as a crow- 
snake ever since I’ve known him. He yells at Mom all the time and complains about his 
medicine.” Song shrugged. “That kra********* deserved it.” 


Maybe some people wouldn’t agree... Uncle might be disappointed to know what Zuko had 
done. 


“What was that word? You called him something?’ 


Song looked incredibly embarrassed, but she giggled. She quickly finger-spelled, ‘C-R-U-S- 
T-Y B-U-T-T N-U-G-G-E-T.’ 


He’d no idea that there was such a term. He covered his mouth as he laughed. 


“Please,” she really emphasized as she signed, “don’t tell my mom I said that,” Song was 
obviously pleading with him as she leaned in close. “Mom doesn’t like it when I say stuff like 
that.” 


He nodded, agreeing to keep her secret. 


They finished up their shopping, though Zuko felt as if everyone was staring at him. Was it 
all in his head? He tried to ignore the sensation and focused elsewhere. 


Song began to struggle a bit as they walked, and Zuko offered to carry their shopping. 


She tried to wave Zuko off, but they’d be out here forever if it were up to Song to carry the 
basket. 


Zuko simply took it from her and scowled, showing his impatience. Song at least, backed 
down. 


They went a bit farther before she tugged on the back of Zuko’s shirt. He stopped and turned. 
Her expression looked pained. 


“Sorry, I need to...” Song sat down on the ground and winced as she massaged her legs. 


Unsure of what else to do, Zuko sat down as well. He stopped Sen from diving into the 
basket of food and pulled out some dried jerky from his pocket that redirected her attention. 


Song seemed distracted, as if she wanted to say something. She opened and closed her mouth 
a few times, and even bit her lip, but didn’t talk. She tugged at the brown-green grass, picking 
at it and letting the loose blades of grass float away in the soft breeze. 


Zuko doodled random shapes in the dirt with his finger, being unsure if Song wanted to talk 
to him...or was she waiting for him to say something...? 


Finally, she got his attention and said, “The Fire Nation hurt you. I understand, sort of. I 
guess.” 


He frowned at her questioningly. 


Song winced as she adjusted herself, rolling up her pant legs to show wavy burn scars that 
went up to her knees. Maybe even higher than what she was showing him. The scars still 
looked...fresh enough. 


“Two years ago,” Song told him, “the Fire Nation came to our village and...” she wiped her 
face with her sleeve. Pulling herself up to sit up straighter, she continued. “My dad tried to 
fight back, to give us a chance to escape. He didn’t make it. A lot of people didn’t.” 


She ran a hand along her legs, following the wavy burn scars with her fingers. “It’s gotten 
better, but they still hurt sometimes.” 


Zuko didn’t know how to respond to that. How was he supposed to respond? Apologize? He 
desperately tried not to think of soldiers attacking and people burning from memories that 


weren’t his. 


He stiffened up when warm hands gently wrapped around one of his arms. But he didn’t pull 
away. Song was sharing something deeply personal, and she was overbearing, but nice. 


Song was looking at his arm, closely. Her hand slowly and very gently gripped his wrist, 
following the scar pattern. Her expression shifted from curiosity to — she looked up at him 
with wide eyes. “... You can see the hand...” 


Song seemed to want to ask more. Like...did she expect to learn some part of his story just 
because she shared hers? 


That was what made Zuko pull away, then. Fear was understandable. Seeing the evidence of 
what someone could do to another person when they didn’t deserve it was terrifying. 


“Mom said...” Song sat back, fidgeting. Then she signed brokenly. “Mom said that people 
like you — people who aren’t um,” she struggled with what she wanted to say. 


‘Normal?’ Zuko asked, and Song nodded quickly. Though her guilty expression indicated 
that “normal” wasn’t exactly the word she’d wanted to use. 


“They’re treated different.” 
Though most of it was a blur, he remembered getting sick. He remembered how his life 
suddenly changed and how he was more like a prisoner at the palace — that wasn’t his life, 


anymore. 


Song was looking at him, her expression was a mix of fear, pity, and understanding. Or 
maybe a want and a need to know and understand more. 


He couldn’t stand pity. It made him feel like people thought he was weak, or — did they think 
he should feel sorry for himself? 


“We should go.’ 
Song just nodded and didn’t push. 
Uncle was still talking to Song’s mom when they got back. 


Song put everything away, not saying anything. She took out what they were having for 
dinner, though. 


Needing something to do, Zuko offered to help, and Song accepted. 


She chopped a few vegetables, and Zuko sliced the meat (which was a meager portion, not 
really enough for even one person) into thin slices. But they could make do with soup. 


Doing something productive like this was nice, taking his mind off of everything else. 


00000 


Iroh of course, didn’t go into full detail about his situation with Zuko. But he did tell Baem a 
bit about the issue. He needed a place where they could, in a sense, hide in plain sight. Iroh 
needed to be able to send and receive letters in a timely matter without drawing unwanted 
attention. Zuko needed to be able firebend freely — he shouldn’t have to hide that part of 
himself. 


Now that he had White Lotus business to attend to, the colonies weren’t a place that could 
really be considered safe. The soldiers would be loyal to the Fire Lord, and anything Iroh did 
risked getting back to his father. 


And Ba Sing Se was — it was still too fresh. His nightmares with Lu Ten and the other units 
under his command had lessened considerably. But he still didn’t want to live surrounded by 
those reminders. 


Besides, from what his contacts had told him, getting messages in and out from the infamous 
impenetrable city in a timely manner would be far more difficult. There was far too much 
secrecy and security that had the few White Lotus members living in the city voicing their 
own concerns and warnings. Even if Iroh decided that they could go to Ba Sing Se, at most, 
they’d get into the Lower Ring and be left to fend for themselves like the rest of the countless 
refugees as they kept their heads down. 


Baem nodded understandingly as Iroh listed his needs and apprehension. 
She smoothed out non-existent wrinkles on her sleeve. 


“One moment, please.” Baem stood and walked over to one of the cupboards and pulled out a 
map. She unfurled it onto the table, and set a few small, smooth stones on the edges to keep 
them flat. 


“Well. There is one place I can think of: Shisan.” Baem tapped a finger on the place where 
the town was located. 


Iroh leaned closer to take a look. 


“My cousin, Zhé-Sé lives there with her husband. She’s in the Order, and she’! be able to 
help you when and where you need. There are Firebenders there, so you and your nephew 
won’t stand out.” 


“T wasn’t aware that there were any colonies that close to Ba Sing Se,” Iroh replied with 
confusion — when he’d just said he didn t want to move to one of the colonies. 


“That’s the thing: Shiisan is not a colony. No-one really knows what to make of it. There are 
plenty of Firebenders; Zhé-Sé is married to one. But there are absolutely no ties to the Fire 
Nation.” Baem had a very meaningful look. “They’re said to be coal children who were kept 
out of pity.” 


** 1 see.” 


A sinking weight settled in Iroh’s belly. 


“But that’s not the case,” Baem continued, unaware of any guilt and storming emotions on 
Iroh’s part. “Anyway, Shisan is also strictly neutral in the War. The less attention on you, the 
better, I figure.” 


During his campaign, when he’d marched his soldiers across the Earth Kingdom; when he 
was so convinced that he was doing Agni’s Will — that they were “purifying” the masses — 
how many was it? He hadn’t bothered keeping track. He’d simply marked them off whenever 
a battle was successful. He didn’t even remember passing anywhere near a town called 
Shisan. 


If they weren’t a conquered or an officially established colony, why were Firebenders living 
there? 


This was something he asked. 


Baem only shook her head. “Zhé-Seé didn’t tell me much; just enough to let me know they 
aren’t loyal to the Fire Lord. People there are...rather closed off when it comes to outsiders.” 


Maybe it had been someone else’s campaign. Maybe the town was just that innocuous that 
no-one bothered with it. 


He took a closer look. The location of Shiisan was...odd. It was situated somewhere between 
South-East of Ba Sing Se and North-East exiting Serpent’s Pass. No matter which way a 
person was coming from, it would take several days’ worth of travel. 


There was a main road though and marked trade routes. Looking at the map, it was obviously 
up to date. So... a not Fire Nation colony was living out of Shtsan? When exactly had this 
town been established? 


Anyway, this was something he could figure out later. Onto the matter at hand. Zuko 
wouldn’t stand out, and they wouldn’t be “hiding” from Chantico. He probably could conduct 
White Lotus business unhindered with Zhé-Sé’s help when he needed it. 


“Mysterious not Fire Nation colony aside, I figure it’s our best bet. I’l] need to make the 
proper travel arrangements.” 


Because Shisan was several weeks’ worth of travel away. They wouldn’t always be lucky 
with people not bothering them. 


They could encounter thieves. They could probably travel with someone. Safety in numbers, 
and all that. But there was also the risk of being recognized by soldiers from either side, even 
though he’d shaved and cut his hair. 


Fire Nation soldiers would probably recognize him, wondering what he was doing so far in 
the Earth Kingdom. Word could potentially get back to the wrong ears. Earth Kingdom 
soldiers on the other hand...if they recognized him, they’d probably crush his hands and feet 
or simply kill him. 


And then what about Zuko? 


Maybe he should just...trust the Spirits instead of trying to manipulate all the tiniest factors. 
“Alright, then.” Baem said with a smile. 
Iroh bowed his head in thanks. 


“Actually...hmmm...”” Baem mumbled. She looked thoughtful, tracing a finger along one of 
the trade routes. “Let’s see... we’re here... What’s today’s date?” 


Baem glanced at the calendar hanging on the wall. She looked back to the map, then to Iroh. 


“You know...If I remember correctly, there are some Shiisan merchants who pass by this 
area, though they’re traveling through the next region. My cousin told me about them in one 
of our correspondences.” Baem smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. As if absentmindedly, she 
added, “I think that was her way of inviting me to live with her.” 


“And you haven’t taken her up on it?” 


Baem shook her head. “No offense, Grand Master, but Song isn’t really comfortable around 
Firebenders who are open about their power. She’ll recover...someday. But...maybe when 
Song is older.” 


Iroh could tell that there was something else there, underlying within Baem’s words. She 
didn’t offer whatever it was up, and he didn’t push for personal information. 


“T understand.” 


“Anyway,” Baem smoothed down her skirt, ““We could write to them. Though, it could be 
pushing it pretty close. The messenger hawk-ravens are fast-fliers, so it should reach them in 
a timely enough manner.” 


Baem got a small bit of scroll paper that she normally used for writing down medicinal 
instructions. 


Iroh wrote out his request, explaining what he needed. He signed his name as ‘Mushi.’ 


Baem wrote out who she was; that she was Zhé-Sé’s cousin, and that Zhé-Sé would be 
expecting Mushi and his nephew. 


She wrote another letter to her cousin, and then she hurried off to have the letters delivered. 
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Iroh sat and meditated. 

Shisan was a mystery. How could a Fire Nation colony not have ties to the Fire Nation? 

He breathed slowly, in and out. 


All this talk of an odd Colony brought out unwanted memories back to when he... 


He’d proudly marked off on towns that had been successfully converted into Agni’s Light. 


An intrusive thought invaded his mind: Chantico’s Mark was on Zuko’s face because of him. 
Not really directly, but he was partially responsible. Sudden thoughts of what he should have 
done — 


Deep breath, in and out. He focused on the candle in front of him. 

He’d been given the rare opportunity to fix things. It would be okay; Zuko would be fine. 

He heard the kids shuffling around in the kitchen as they started to prepare a late lunch. 

He groaned quietly as he stood, stretching and popping his back and knees. 

Iroh went out and prepared a special blend of tea that complimented the simple soup. 
+-+-+ 

Dinner was a quiet affair. Iroh figured something must have happened. 

Song was quiet as she poked at her food and took a few bites. 

Zuko was hunched over his food and he slowly stirred it; taking a bite; repeat. 

Even Baem noticed, since she asked, “Song? Is everything alright?” 


Song shrugged. “I guess? Um... This...well.” She spoke quickly, practically blending her 
words together. “Old Yon-Chul grabbed Zuko. And then Zuko flipped him over his shoulder.” 


“He what?!” Iroh glanced at Zuko who was still focusing on his food. 
“So, um...if he comes here, all upset... you'll know why.” 

Baem shook her head. “That old fool likely brought it on himself.” 
“Was anyone hurt?” Iroh asked. 


When it appeared that no-one was angry at either her or Zuko, Song spoke up with far more 
confidence. 


“Just Yon-Chul’s pride, probably. And Zuko was sorry — and he tried to apologize! He really 
did! Yon-Chul just wouldn’t have it, and he kept yelling. Yon-Go had to literally drag him 
away.” 


Zuko was now feeding Sen some of his meat, and Sen was chirping with happiness as she 
devoured her snack. His nephew glanced up just then and noticed something was wrong. 


‘What’s going on?’ 


“Song was just telling us about what happened at the marketplace...” 


Zuko’s eyes widened, before he quickly defended, ‘That old guy grabbed my shoulder,’ Zuko 
demonstrated the grip, and added, ‘he surprised me. And he kept yelling and I didn’t know 
what he wanted.’ 


He looked worried, like he thought Iroh was going to scold him. 
“You don’t have to explain.” Iroh said. 
Zuko looked visibly relieved. 


Baem held no sympathy for this Yon-Chul fellow. She simply served the last of the soup to 
the kids, and the conversation moved on. 


+-+-+ 
That night in their room, Iroh took out a map and showed Zuko where they’d be moving to. 


“Joyous news, nephew!” Iroh announced jovially, but still kept his voice down so that he 
wouldn’t disturb their hosts. “I’ve found a place for us to live.” 


He pointed out Shitisan. 


“Tt certainly sounds like an interesting place. There are Firebenders there. You’ll be able to 
firebend all you want.” 


He watched as Zuko studied the map. Then, he tapped on...Ba Sing Se. His brows were 
furrowed as he frowned. 


He then looked at Iroh. 
‘Is L-U-T-E-N there?’ 
Zuko was probably asking a lot more than that. 


All those years ago, during that final battle — when the fires were put out — Lu Ten had only 
been identifiable because he’d had a bracelet that belonged to his mother before she died an 
untimely death. It had been something he’d never taken off. 


And then he’d taken a closer look at his armor just to be absolutely sure — because royalty 
had its own design, and he was in the midst of denial — and there was the crown, blackened 
and bent from — 


Iroh had wondered — how and why — Lu Ten — he would not blame his son, but Lu Ten had 
been out of position, somewhere he absolutely wasn’t supposed to be. 


He focused back onto the conversation at hand. 
Iroh shook his head, assuring Zuko. ““We were able to send him to Agni.” 


Lu Ten had had his own pyre, among those who had been lost in that final fight. 


The Earth Kingdom had learned the hard way fairly quickly, that it was far better to burn Fire 
Nation soldiers even if it was in mass graves than it was to simply bury them. 


Those at sea also learned to burn the ships and not simply toss the bodies overboard. 
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It was just months after the attack on their little village that killed her father along with so 
many others; and displaced the survivors. Song wondered if some of her friends and family 
were even still alive. 


She’d been so terrified when Fire Nation folk came to their door the first time, asking for 
help. They hadn’t been soldiers, but Song had been expecting the worst. It was a couple with 
their son. He was probably around her age. There was obviously something a little off with 
him. 


He seemed to stare off into nothing; not reacting to anyone or anything. He ignored Song’s 
forced polite greetings. 


He also ignored her questions, which absolutely weren’t prying at all. They were the usual 
getting to know someone small talk. Song remained polite, though she was insulted. He must 
have thought that he was above conversing with some little Earth girl. 


Then outside there was crash, like something fell, which caused all of them to jump. There 
was shouting, but none of it sounded angry or panicked. No-one came rushing in yelling for 
Mom’s help. 


That was when the boy reacted — screaming and throwing a tantrum that he seemed far too 
old to have. Song could only stare in bewilderment. 


The woman quickly went to her son, speaking quietly and whispering assurances. 
It seemed to be handled, and the man was so apologetic. 


“Loud noises set him off,” he explained quietly, as his wife held the boy who was making 
humming noises and rocking slightly back and forth. “It just takes a bit to calm him down. 
We’re...figuring it out as we go.” 


“Tt’s quite alright,” Mom assured. 
The woman was suddenly in tears. “It’s been so hard.” 
The man sat with his back so stiff, as if his pride was the only thing he had left. 


“We'll manage,” he said resolutely. It reminded Song a little of Mom and others who’d been 
displaced. They’d said the same with the stubbornness of Earth. 


Mom and the couple spent several hours talking quietly. 


The boy walked outside and stared off into the distance. Song followed, being unsure of what 
else to do. 


Then he blinked when Chi-Chi walked up to them, probably trying to see if they had any 
snacks. 


“*..Ostrich-horse. Bipedal.” 


Song blinked as the boy began muttering words she didn’t understand. He ran his hand along 
Chi-Chi’s neck. Chi-Chi was an ormnery creature, and often nipped people — and was worse 
with strangers. But she seemed to not care, and neighed happily as she leaned into the boy’s 
fingers. 


“*,.Chi-Chi doesn’t usually like people so easily.” Song said. 

“Chi-Chi’s nice.” 

Song didn’t know what else to say. So she sat there until the boy’s parents and Mom returned. 
“Say thank you and goodbye,” the woman gently directed. 

“Bye-bye, Chi-Chi,” he muttered. “Song gets a thank you and a goodbye.” 


The woman looked so happy and was near tears for some reason. “My son doesn’t always say 
another person’s name so quickly.” 


The man looked at her and gave a bow. “Thank you, so much, young miss.” 
She didn’t really understand why they’d have such a reaction. 


After they were gone, Song asked Mom, “Why would you help them? They were Fire 
Nation.” 


She didn’t sound bitter, or anything. But she was curious. Because she’d thought the people 
would have gloated being from the oh-so-great Fire Nation. The boy hadn’t been ignoring her 
—he was just...different. 


Mom looked sad. 


“Oh, my sweet,” she tucked Song’s hair behind her ear. ““The Fire Nation can make victims of 
their own people. Children like that boy — who are different, and don’t meet their 
standards...”” Mom seemed to seriously contemplate what she was saying. 


“Song. You know how the farmers will sell their livestock at the market?” 
A strange, sudden change of topic, but yes. Song knew. 


“That same thing happens to children like that boy.” Mom hugged her tightly. “That couple... 
they took their son and left behind everything because the boy’s grandfather wanted to sell 
their son.” 


It was so strange, Song thought. That someone considered fleeing into the hands of the 
enemy was far better than staying where it was safe. 


Should have been safe. 


It was hard to be angry at people who just wanted the same things that the rest of the world 
did: simply peace and safety. 


“Why would he want to sell his grandson like that?” Song asked, trying to wrap her mind 
around it. Like Dad, Grandpa had been so large and impossibly kind; she’d felt so safe as he 
hugged and carried her. His strength was seemingly unmatched. 


“The boy wasn’t the sort of heir he wanted in their family line.” 
“But why?” 
Mom hugged her so tight. “I’Il tell you when you’ re older.” 


“Why can’t you tell me now?” Song asked, pushing away just enough so she could look up at 
Mom. She pouted a little too, hoping that would help change Mom’s mind. 


“Because people are impossibly cruel,” Mom told her, “and you are too innocent to know 
such things.” 


Mom explained nothing else. 


Song decided that she’d always treat people like that with kindness and assurance. Just like 
Mom. 
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Song was proud of her slowly increasing signing skills. Zuko was happy to help. He lent her 
the signing books and scrolls he had, since they’d be staying for awhile as they waited for 
some merchants to come escort him and Mr. Mushi to some other town. 


Song knew they were Fire Nation; it was hard to deny such an obvious fact. Not with their 
appearance and the mongoose-lizard. 


She thought of others that she’d met. 


None of them had ever used firebending around her — or inside the house, really. But she’d 
seen them use it to light things like candles. It was always so careful that Song was shocked 
the first time it happened. Like she’d never considered that firebending could ever be used for 
innocuous things instead of destruction. 


Even though they were polite, the burns on Song’s legs still stung and her breathing got so 
short she’d get light-headed. She hated having this reaction, though. 


Even just seeing Fire Nation soldiers made the reaction worse. 


She saw the burns on Zuko’s wrists — saw the handprint — and she knew. Chances were, Zuko 
was a Firebender. She’d heard that Firebenders were difficult to burn. Song had seen her fair 
share of burns from both sides, unfortunately. She’d seen enough to notice those subtle 
differences between people who weren’t Firebenders and those who were. 


So his being a Firebender very likely was the case. But he never used his flames around her 
or Mom. Not even Mr. Mushi used fire — though maybe he wasn’t even a Bender. 


Song felt guilty that she’d made Zuko uncomfortable when she’d simply tried to show that 
she at least sympathized with him. Maybe she’d insulted him. 


People who came to them didn’t stay for long. Just a day, at most. They weren’t very 
forthcoming, strictly kept to themselves. Most seemed more suspicious and cautious, even 
though Song was a child. 


Song had overheard stories from some people who laughed about Firebenders going crazy 
from being away from the sun for too long. 


A soldier /aughed as he bragged about one lasting for near two weeks, and how much money 
he’d won from that bet. 


Mom had simply nodded in acknowledgment that she’d heard, but otherwise said nothing. 


So, she never asked and was guiltily relieved that any visiting Firebenders didn’t use their 
flames around her. 


Firebending scared her. That there had been times a patient’s hand sparked — not because they 
were attacking or anything — but because of drugs, or they were in pain or something. 


She used to think bonfires were beautiful. 
But everything about fire now brought back unwanted memories. 


What once was the sound of home and enveloping warmth was now terrified screaming and a 
raging inferno. 


But there were days that Mom needed help cooking food and making medicine. She couldn’t 
do it all on her own, so Song mustered up the courage to finally use something as simple as 
spark rocks. 


It took almost eight months before Song could be around a cookfire without feeling like her 
breath was being sucked out of her lungs. 


Song hated being so afraid. 
+-+-+ 


Zuko was outside, petting their ostrich-horse, Chi-Chi. 


He was running his hands along her neck and back, seemingly fascinated by the odd 
transition of feathers to fur. He also had a mix of nuts and apple-berries that Chi-Chi was 
happily munching on. Getting in Chi-Chi’s good graces was definitely a way to prevent her 


nipping. 


Sen was curled up on his neck, dozing. The red juice and crumbs around her mouth showed 
that she’d had her own snack. 


Song approached him. Once Zuko saw her, a gave a quick nod of acknowledgement. 


‘Can I ask you something?’ Song signed, carefully not speaking aloud just in case there was 
someone nearby who could overhear. 


He nodded. 
She could ask, this was her chance. But then, would he even tell her? 
“Do you like Chi-Chi?” she asked instead, her determination and courage deflated. 


Zuko made an odd face at her, as if he knew that wasn’t what she wanted to ask; or he 
thought her question was strange. 


But he still nodded and smiled. 
She changed the topic to something more mundane. 
+-+-+ 
Song was woken up way too early by some sort of screeching sound. 


She shot up out of bed, ready to flee from the threat — but there was nothing. Mom shifted in 
her sleep. 


Song heard shuffling outside, so she peeked out the window. 


She spotted Mr. Mushi and Zuko — along with Sen who had apparently managed to catch one 
of the numerous crow-rats that plagued the farmers’ fields. She saw that Mr. Mushi was 
putting a saddle and reins on Tofu. 


What were they doing? Where were they going? The merchants wouldn’t be here for a few 
days yet. 


She should just go back to bed and leave it. 

Song glanced back at Mom. 

Curiosity got the better of Song. 

She slipped on her coat, and quickly and quietly prepped and mounted Chi-Chi. 


She followed at a distance. 


Mr. Mushi and Zuko rode a few miles out, and then turned off the path towards a small valley 
that was surrounded by boulders. 


Song dismounted. Holding tightly onto Chi-Chi’s reins in her sweaty palm, she quietly 
shuffled off to the side. She hid behind a boulder so she could watch. 


They were Firebenders! 


They were a good distance away. They didn’t know she was here. She was fine. There was 
nothing here that was flammable enough — she could escape if she needed to — she was fine. 
Song forced herself to breathe. 


Mr. Mushi was practicing moves that she’d knew all-too-well. 

Zuko though, was different. It looked like a dance of some kind. 
Chi-Chi snorted and huffed. 

“Shhh!” Song put a finger to her mouth. 

She looked back at Mr. Mushi and Zuko. 

There was a shuffling, and something licked the back of Song’s neck. 


The amount of screaming Song did would have woken her entire village and everyone would 
have poured out ready to defend themselves or flee. 


Tofu blinked down at her and made a curious trilling sound as she tilted her head. Chi-Chi 
scratched at the ground and huffed. 


Mr. Mushi and Zuko though, were staring up at her. 


“Good morning, Miss Song.” Mr. Mushi called out very pleasantly, like Song hadn’t been 
spying on them. 


“I’m sorry!” Song rapidly began trying to explain. If they told Mom — would Mom be angry? 
Were they angry? 


Mr. Mushi held up a hand. “It’s quite alright.” 


He smiled gently. “Would you like to stay and watch? Or do you want us to escort you back? 
A young lady such as yourself shouldn’t be alone out here so far from the village.” 


She was surprised at the offer, of course. 
“T can watch?” 
She watched from a distance. 


To see control — and there was a massive difference between the soldiers and what Mr. Mushi 
and Zuko were doing. 


She was still nervous, honestly. Because her thoughts were plagued by Fire soldiers who 
didn’t hold to those same ideals. 


They headed back. 
Mom wasn’t up, yet. 


Song figured since she was, she might as well get her own day started. Even if she went back 
to bed now, she’d probably only have to get up again in forty-five minutes or so anyway. 


+-+-+ 
Zuko sat outside on the porch. Song walked up and sat down. 
She got his attention. ‘Thank you, for today.’ 
Zuko nodded. He had a strange frown on his face. 


‘I was nine. Father caught me signing with my sister. So he burned my wrists. Later, my 
shoulder.’ 


Song stared at him wide-eyed. She couldn’t wrap her mind around such cruelty, in spite of 
seeing it time and time again. 


‘I was scared of fire too, for a long time. I didn’t want to use my bending anymore.’ 
How’d he know that she had been scared? 


“How’d you get over it?” Song asked quietly. She didn’t truly understand it, but the Benders 
she had met seemed to describe their bending as being such an integral part of themselves 
that it was like an extra limb. If someone was afraid of their own Element like that... 


Zuko smiled, just a little. 
‘P-I-M-A. My Master. Firebending isn’t just about anger.’ 


Zuko had so many stories about his life in the Fire Nation — about Pima and her family, and 
his friends, even his sister that he hadn’t seen for years. 


“What’s the Fire Nation like?” Song also asked. When else would she ever be able to have 
this chance? 


People around them knew that their visitors were Fire Nation, or were at least from the 
Colonies, but looked the other way in this case. 


Zuko invited her out early the next day. How in the Names of the Brothers did Firebenders 
manage this every day? 


Back in that little valley, Zuko held Song’s hand. 


‘Trust me?’ 


Hesitantly, Song nodded. 


He breathed out, forming a small flame. She stiffened as it spun around them. After a few 
seconds of watching — it was mesmerizing, really. It looked like how a Wisp probably would. 


It twisted around her; it was so very warm, and it didn’t burn. 
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A week-and-half later, there was a knock at the door. Baem went to answer it. 


She took in the sight of three people; two men, and a young woman -— late teens if Baem had 
to guess. 


Taking note of their appearance; according to how they were dressed, two of the three people 
were from the Bhimangala region of the Earth Kingdom. Or perhaps they were descendants if 
they were this far East. 


Baem felt that there was something slightly...off about their clothing, but it wasn’t something 
to dwell on. 


Baem smiled pleasantly and greeted her guests. 


She noticed the girl had dual-colored eyes; one green, one gold. It was such a rare thing to 
see in people, that this girl was only the second person Baem had ever seen personally. 


The man who knocked was fairly pale-skinned and had honey-brown eyes, and his goatee 
was finely trimmed. He held up a piece of parchment paper as he smiled pleasantly, looking 
as if he thought himself quite the charmer. 


“Good afternoon. We received a letter to escort someone, Miss...?” he looked at her 
expectantly. 


She bowed with a polite greeting. “Baem,” 
He nodded. “I’m Ten-Yu. These lovely people are my traveling companions.” 


The dual-eyed girl stepped up and bowed politely with a smile. She adjusted her sari. “I’m 
Eshika.” 


The jewelry around her wrists and ankles jingled with even the slightest movement. Baem 
wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or not, but her jewelry seemed to shine more than 
usual...perhaps she polished it to an absurd degree. 


Again, really. Not something to focus on since it didn’t pertain to the matter at hand. 
“Pedang,” the second man said casually, giving a slight bow. 


Baem stood back, sliding the door open and inviting them in. “Right this way, please. They’ re 
in the kitchen.” 


“Zhé-Sé never said anything about a cousin.” Ten-Yu bluntly stated as he followed her in. 


There had been a time long ago when Baem and Zhé-Sé’s families were close. They both 
had been so young, then. Aware of the dangers in the world; yet ignorant of how severe it all 
truly was. 


Zhé-Sé was a few years older and was like a big sister. But as the Fire Nation encroached, 
many families were forcibly split, either through death, or by unfortunate circumstance. 


When her family members died (may the Brothers rest them) leaving Baem alone, it was in 
desperation that she sought out Zhé-Se, along with any other survivors. 


She asked Earth soldiers to keep an eye out throughout their own travels. Of course, she was 
just one of hundreds, of thousands also desperately searching for long-lost family members. 


Baem thought for sure that they had to be dead and long gone. 


But then one day, several years later she received a letter from one of the Earth Kingdom 
soldiers, telling her that he thought he’d found Zhé-Se. 


It was like a bitter sting of betrayal when she learned that Zhé-Seé had married a Firebender. 
Baem regretted ever worrying and praying for Zhé-Se’s safety. It didn’t matter the reasons; 
she had married the enemy. 


She felt the sting especially when her home burned a second time and took her husband and 
several friends with it, may the Brothers rest them, while also giving her daughter scars that 
marked the occasion. 


Baem needed to know why. She reconnected with Zhé-Sé a second time just to understand — 
and in her bitterness and anger, she told Zhé-Sé the kind of people she had dared to let into 
their family. 


But then, Baem had learned about the kind of people who resided in Shusan. 


Even with Zhé-Sé’s invite, and what Baem hadn’t told Iroh, was that Song was terrified of 
Firebenders. Those who were simply walking by were meant to be feared. Even if they were 
friendly, Song would feel like a cornered animal trapped in a cage if she were forced to live 
among them. 


Neither Iroh nor Zuko had used their flames around her — maybe she knew they were 
Firebenders, or maybe she didn’t. She still happily interacted with Zuko. Perhaps she didn’t 
care that they were so obviously Fire Nation. Still. Baem didn’t ask and didn’t push. 


Her family and everything it entailed; quite frankly, was none of his business. 
“Be nice, Ten- Yu.” Pedang drawled. 
Ten-Yu simply shrugged. 


“We’ve only recently reconnected,” Baem said, and that was all she said on the matter. 


She led them to the kitchen. 


Song and Zuko were playing a card game. It was a child-friendly version of gambling; they 
were using stones as currency. 


As he usually did, Iroh was preparing tea. Although she liked and respected the man, part of 
Baem would be glad to see him go. She would swear to the Brothers that if she got even the 
tiniest cut, she would leak tea! 


Song smiled saying, “Oh, hey! The merchants are here!” 
She pointed, and everyone turned to look. 
“Good afternoon!” Iroh greeted and welcomed the group as if he wasn’t a guest. 


“What the fuuuu—uummm...wow.” Eshika fumbled, especially when the others were 
looking at her. “Hi.” 


What was that about? 
Anyway. 


Everyone introduced themselves, and Iroh (who introduced himself as Mushi1) served them 
tea. 
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Zuko stared at the people who came in with Song’s mother. 
Two of the people wore that strange, colorful clothing. 


The man had not one but two of those strangely curved blades, but they were smaller — like 
dagger-sized. He wondered if this man would let him see his weapons, and spar. 


The woman — a teenager, maybe? She didn’t look that old. She had a small ring in her nose. 


And he’d no idea that a person could have different colored eyes. He also noticed how the her 
jewelry glinted even without sunlight shining directly on it. Was it made using Lost Arts? 


The woman sat down with him and Song, and she smiled friendly and kind — her teeth looked 
especially white. 


Song was openly gaping at her wide-eyed, completely mystified. 

With how close she was, he could see intricate carvings engraved on her bracelets. 
The woman laughed shaking her head. 

“Thank you, but no. Hi, there. ?’m *****,” 


Oh...Song must have said something, and he completely miss it. 


Song had to finger-spell her name. Eshika. 
Eshika was looking at him. It felt...intense. Like she was studying him. 


She was sitting on his left. Could she see it? He wasn’t sure. But out of everyone he’d run 
across so far, she seemed to be the only one who was acting like this. 


Song interpreted for him. ‘I’m Zuko.’ 


“Nice to meet you,” Eshika said, and her smile was bordering on foo friendly. “I can’t wait to 
start traveling together.” 


Zuko looked from Song as she interpreted and nodded at Eshika. 


Maybe he could ask her where she got her jewelry. 


Chapter End Notes 


Song kinda just came in and took over a portion of this chapter. 
Don’t grab people from behind; don’t grab them in general. It could trigger a violent 
response. 


PLUS: Did I just make up an entirely new region of the Earth Kingdom?? 


Do you realize with the introduction of Guru Pathik that means there is an entirely new 
region of the world that he originates from, making it **even bigger**?? So that way, 
Pathik isn’t just randomly tossed in to be Mr. Mysterious Mystical Man teaches Monk 
about Chakra Pathways. 

Because while it was never stated where Guru Pathik was from — there is no evidence of 
his people being wiped out — he had to be from somewhere that wasn’t the Air Temple, 
since the Wiki describes him as a “Spiritual Brother”. 


So, in short: yes. 


That which was Lost to the Fire was Forged in the Earth and 
Emerged as Sharp and Bitter Steel 


Chapter Summary 


The town of Shiisan is an enigma for those outside of it. The residents are even stranger, 
and harbor many secrets, and Iroh just may have unwittingly stepped into a lion-boar’s 
den. 


Chapter Notes 


This chapter got looonnggg! Enjoy! 

I decided I needed to update the tags just to be on the safe side, even though these heavy 
topics are not the main focus and are pretty much sporadically placed throughout the fic. 
Please let me know if there are other tags that you think need to be mentioned. 


I'd also like to thank May La Nee for helping me with this chapter. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


After saying their goodbyes to Song and Baem, Zuko, along with Uncle, followed after the 
merchants just outside of town. There were several people out there; talking to each other, 
along with petting the animals. It looked as if the townsfolk were buying goods. 


The merchants had four wagons; two of each attached together. It turned out that there were 
two more people in their group, and they had been negotiating business while they waited. 


Once the crowd cleared out, the other two came over. 


There was a mountain of a man who easily towered over all of them, carrying a club. There 
was a woman — she dressed similarly to how Eshika did, and she was also barefoot. 
Although, she didn’t have all the jewelry. 


She smiled kindly as they approached. 


There were also elephant-gaur wearing packs and saddles and ostrich-horses pulling the 
wagons. 


The merchants started speaking to each other, too fast for Zuko to catch any of what they 
were saying. It probably didn’t matter since he wasn’t involved in any way. 


The large man nodded at something someone said, and then pulled out a small pad from his 
pants’ pocket. He scribbled something down and handed the pad and pencil to Zuko. 


Glancing down at the pad, he read, 
“Name 8 Toru. 
What's your name? 
The lady with me is named Mairi. 


Fair warning - her cooking is dangerous! She could be accused of poisoning the food but hey. 
It at least builds a strong stomach!” 


Reading what Toru wrote, it was admittedly a little weird. Even so, Zuko huffed a laugh. He 
glanced at Mairi, who was talking to Uncle. She looked particularly pleased, laughing as she 
swatted at Uncle’s arm. Rolling his eyes, Zuko turned back to the pad, and wrote in response, 


“T’m Zuko. If its that bad I dont have to eat any of it do I?” 


Toru grinned crookedly after he read what Zuko had written, and then ruffled his hair. Toru’s 
hand could have easily gripped even an adult’s head in its entirety. Zuko practically stumbled 
when Toru pulled away. He thankfully didn’t go falling on his butt. 


Zuko couldn’t see his hair, but he knew it now stuck up in every which direction. He scowled 
up at Toru who only laughed. 


On his shoulder, Sen yawned and scratched at her cheek. 


Zuko mounted Tofu with Uncle. He watched as the merchants either mounted one of the 
elephant-gaur or climbed onto one of the wagons being pulled by ostrich-horses. Eshika 
tapped the shoulder of an elephant-gaur and it knelt so she could climb on. It was surprisingly 
graceful for such a large creature. 


He’d been wondering if one of the elephant-gaur would have to carry Toru, because there 
didn’t seem to be a way one of the ostrich-horses could do it. It turned out that he was riding 
the lead wagon. 


It wasn’t long until the village was far behind them. 
Sen simply curled up in his shirt and went to sleep. 


Zuko started feeling so bored just an hour or so into the trip. There were only so many 
scraggly trees a person could count. It was difficult to read while riding Tofu, and it wasn’t 
like he could talk to Uncle easily. 


There were sparce clouds in the sky; not billowy enough to try and make pictures out of 
them... He sighed upon realizing that he was truly bored enough to think of trying to look at 
clouds. 


Sighing again and closing his eyes, Zuko focused outward onto the merchants. 

Ten-Yu was a dark gray, sort of stone-colored. 

Eshika was a sunset-purple color. 

Pedang was a light green; sort of like the crystals the people here used as a light source. 
Toru was bright red, reminding Zuko of lava. 

Mairi was a pale, almost yellowish-white. 


He focused a bit more...feeling — confusion? Suspicion? Curiosity? It was difficult to tell 
who was feeling what, trying to pick them apart individually. If he could get them one-on-one 
without everyone else muddying each other up, he could probably feel their surface emotions 
far better. 
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When they eventually stopped for lunch, both Eshika and Mairi used earthbending to make a 
shallow firepit and a large table for them to sit at while they prepared food. 


Eshika made a pot out of the earth right there, it was like putty in her hands. With a twist and 
flick of her hand, any dirt that was left behind was cleared away. They filled the pot with 
ingredients for stew. 


He caught the tail end of Uncle commenting something (he thought) on the use of their 
earthbending. Not being sure what he should do, Zuko held onto Sen while making sure to 
stay out of the way while he watched. 


Zuko couldn’t help but balk as Toru lit the firepit with a quick punch of firebending. 
Ten-Yu casually took out a pipe and lit it with a finger. Zuko gaped at him. 
Ten-Yu waved and smirked when he noticed that he was being observed. 


“What? Never saw ah******nm light a pipe before?” Ten- Yu shrugged lopsidedly as he 
spoke. It was hard to follow because of how he grinned crookedly even while speaking. 
“Firebending’s**ot just for raising downs, yanno.” 


He wasn’t sure if Ten- Yu was insulted by his staring, but Zuko didn’t mean any insult. He 
just hadn’t expected to see another Firebender so soon outside of the Fire Nation. 


Because Zuko had been sure that if anything, they’d run only into Earthbenders. Any obvious 
Firebenders would be soldiers; while any others surely would be keeping their heads down 
like he and Uncle were. 


Ten-Yu had a strange expression as he was speaking; his crooked smirk wasn’t exactly a 
smile. Zuko wasn’t sure what to think of it. Ten-Yu didn’t seem angry, or even annoyed since 
he was still sitting there. He wasn’t motioning for Zuko to go away, either. 


And raising downs? 


Zuko was trying to think what Ten-Yu could have meant by that, and if he should ask for 
clarification; when he remembered that the man was very likely waiting for a response. 


Quickly shaking his head, Zuko clarified, trying to explain through a series of gestures. 
Simple signs like ‘You’, ‘Firebender’, lighting a small flame in his hands, and ‘surprise.’ 


It took a minute or two for Ten-Yu to nod in understanding. 


“Yep,” He puffed out a stream of smoke from his nose, somewhat reminding Zuko of the 
Dragons. 


“You like swords?’ Ten-Yu asked, motioning to his dao. 
Zuko nodded. 
Ten-Yu glanced to the side. Curious, Zuko followed his gaze. 


Uncle was talking to Mairi, still. They both were preparing food (and maybe tea, in Uncle’s 
case). She was laughing at whatever he was saying, clearly charmed. Zuko once again rolled 
his eyes as he watched them. They certainly weren’t to the same levels as Pima and Kojin, 
and Gramps and Nani. But they both were leaning really close towards each other. 


Eshika looked amused as she watched them. Her mouth moved. At the odd angle, there were 
only bits and pieces of words. 


Something small hit his leg. Zuko looked back to Ten-Yu, who had apparently thrown a small 
pebble at him to get his attention. 


“You...know how to use?” Ten- Yu asked, motioning to the dao. 
‘Yes.’ Honestly, Zuko was a bit proud that he could use his swords. 
“So...” Ten-Yu looked thoughtful. “Are you as**illed Bender?” 


Zuko nodded, though he wasn’t sure how to fully explain that he was considered a Master 
since a few weeks ago. 


Again, with a few simple gestures, and some guesswork on Ten-Yu’s part, Zuko was able to 
communicate his meaning. 


Ten-Yu’s expression was strange again, but it was only there for a few seconds. It went by 
fast enough that Zuko thought he’d imagined it. 


“Interesting.” Ten-Yu said, and the expression on his face was one of intense scrutinization. 
“How old are you?” 


‘Thirteen.’ 


It was Ten-Yu’s turn to gape, but he quickly composed himself. 


Toru walked over just then. His back was to Zuko, so he missed whatever was being said. 
Ten-Yu nodded and stood up, following Toru. 


As they left, Zuko ducked his head and closed his eyes and once again focused outwards 
towards Ten- Yu — which was — he felt a combined and strangely intense sensation of swirling 
curiosity and confusion. 


Zuko didn’t know what to make of it — and then a lance of annoyance spiked through Ten- Yu. 


Opening his eyes and glancing back at them, Toru was laughing as he slapped Ten-Yu’s 
shoulder, nearly making him stumble. 


Ten-Yu made a strange sign that Zuko didn’t recognize, but it obviously amused Toru. This 
clearly annoyed Ten-Yu further, but he was smiling now. 


Eshika came over and presented Zuko with a small pouch. 


She smiled and winked as she spoke very purposefully, allowing him to understand. 
Admittedly, she did overpronounce her words, making her somewhat difficult to understand 
at times. But at least she was willing to speak to him and not treat him like an idiot. 


“Don’t let thisz*spoil your mealz now.” 
She’d leaned in like they were sharing a secret. 


She closed his hands around the bag. Her hands were heavily calloused but were gentle and 
warm. 


“Thezer***yoursz.” 
Zuko inspected the contents of the bag — which were — fire flakes! 


They weren’t the usual dark red he was used to seeing; rather, they were more of an orange 
color with a dusted red-and-yellow look. He’d honestly thought that he’d never get to eat fire 
flakes again. 


“Thank you.’ 


They weren’t as spicy as he was used to, but they were still delicious with more of a spicy- 
sweet taste. 


She smiled as he ate the snack and laughed as Sen managed to steal a few. 


Zuko ate a few handfuls but decided that he should save the rest for later. 
He poured out a small pile of flakes for Sen, who ate them enthusiastically. 


When it was time to eat, Eshika motioned him over to sit next to her at the table. Zuko came 
over and sat down. He glanced over at Uncle who was sitting with Mairi at the opposite end 
of the table. 


“Pll get our food.” Eshika told him. 


He studied the table and frowned, thoughtfully. It seemed...unnecessarily big, somehow. And 
oddly shaped. Sort of crooked. Was it some sort of quirk from Eshika and Mairi both to have 
this crooked shape? 


Curious, he looked over at the others while he waited. 


Pedang appeared to be watching someone very intently. Zuko followed his gaze over to... 
Uncle? 


Pedang didn’t move, sitting still as a statue. His eyes followed Uncle as he got up and 
brought over two cups of tea: one for him and one for Eshika. He served one to Pedang, who 
just nodded as he looked all serious. 


Zuko politely thanked Uncle, and begrudgingly drank some of his tea. It had flavor, though 
was far more bitter than he usually liked. 


Uncle patted Zuko’s shoulder, and he went back to join Mairi and now Toru. 
Pedang’s eyes followed — 
Eshika sat down with their bowls. 


The food smelled delicious, but Zuko remembered Toru’s warning. He watched carefully as 
Eshika popped one of the dumplings Mairi had made into her mouth — and she chewed and 
swallowed. 


And seemed to enjoy the food. 

And...literally nothing happened as they ate. 

To anyone. 

Ten-Yu was sitting across from him and was eating his food as well — and — he was fine. 
Though, a moment or two later Eshika stopped and looked at him curiously. 


“Iz*something rrong?” she frowned at him as she spoke. ““Thoze fiyer-flakes didnn’t make 
you sick, did they?” 


Zuko quickly shook his head, embarrassed for falling for a strange joke since no-one around 
them acted like they’d gotten sick. He didn’t get the joke, or how Toru benefitted from 
teasing him. He scowled at Toru where he sat; happily eating the food Mairi had made 
without a care in the world, oblivious to Zuko’s silent indignation. 


From here on out, Toru probably should be considered a crusty butt nugget. 
Still, Zuko carefully took a bite. Just in case. 


He ate one of the dumplings, and it — it tasted almost like home, and vaguely reminded him 
of something Pima had made. A mix of spices that were familiar yet were different. Why 
would Toru say Mairi’s food tasted bad when it didn’t, and he was clearly enjoying it? 


Zuko scowled at his food and took another bite. 

A hand waved across his vision, and he looked over at Eshika who smiled. 
“Good, right? Do you want szum ****” 

Zuko shrugged and shook his head, trying to indicate he didn’t understand. 
Eshika reached for a small packet on the table and handed it to him. 


Sniffing the contents — it was ground-up dragon pepper. Extremely spicy and one of Zuko’s 
favorites. 


Dragon pepper was honestly yet another thing Zuko thought he’d never get to eat again after 
leaving the Fire Nation. 


He was careful not to take too much. Eshika waved her hand at his bowl, and nodded, 
motioning to the packet. 


He mixed more of a helping into his bowl, though was still careful not to take too much. 


Eshika mixed in a generous helping of her own, practically turning the contents of her bowl a 
reddish hue. 


Eshika finished eating rather quickly. She then brushed her hand over the table between them. 
She slanted a section of the rock slightly, turning it into a makeshift slate, along with 
somewhat softening the surface. 


She then made two sticks, one of which she handed to Zuko. 
He admired the smoothness — it actually reminded him a little of a chopstick. 


Her handwriting was somewhat messy, but still legible as she wrote in the rock. 


“Do you like the Earth Kingdom so far?” 


Good thing he was left-handed, since he didn’t have to awkwardly twist to write. 


Zuko only shrugged, and wrote his response of, 
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“Tt's okay. Just a little boring. It all looks the same.’ 


He then took a moment to consider that maybe he shouldn’t have been so blunt. Thankfully, 
Eshika didn’t seem insulted. Rather, she just smiled. 


“Yeah I get that. You just have to travel to the right areas to appreciate its beauty. There are 
some amazing mountains and forests in different regions that the--” 


She stopped and frowned momentarily. She just quickly added, 


“There are beautiful areas. I’ve been in caverns with glowing stones that look like stars. I 
absolutely love them.” 


She told him about caves that depending on the region, they produced colorful stones with 
elaborate patterns. 


Zuko swirled the tea in his cup and took a small sip. He happened to glance at Eshika who 
was watching him with a frown — which he wasn’t sure what it meant. 


She wrote out, 


“Do you like your uncle's tea?” 


Shrugging, he wrote. 


“It’s his usual hot leaf juice. It’s just gross.” 


Eshika read what he’d written, and she covered her mouth, obviously laughing. 


He wasn’t sure why that warranted her laughter, but okay... 


“Does it ever make you feel funny?” 


That was a strange question, wasn’t it? He gave Eshika a look, not understanding what she 
was asking. 


She quickly clarified: 


“Does it ever make you feel sick or really tired somehow, or do you just not like it?” 


Zuko explained, 


“Tt’s just not my favorite. But I like it more when he makes the red pepper-chai mix. Uncle 
usually likes the more bitter flavors.” 


He frowned thoughtfully, then added, 


“Why would it make me feel funny?” 


Eshika’s expression was — an odd smile that was tight and didn’t reach her eyes. She waved a 
hand, then wrote, 


“His tea tastes very strong! I was hit with a lot of unexpected flavor. I see you like it 
extremely spicy! 


So you like living with your uncle?” 


Of course, he did, though it was a little frustrating at times. 


“Yes. But Uncle doesn t always explain stuff and does weird things like make tea with 
poisonous plants and gets himself sick. It was the one time I was really glad he didn t offer 
me any.” 


Eshika covered her mouth as she smiled. Their makeshift tablet had run out of room, and 
with a quick sweep of her hand she smoothed out the surface. 


“So that was why he was with that Baem lady?” 


“He was all swollen up and itchy with rashes. He even tried to make something else before 
we went to Baems.”’ 


Zuko made a face that was a depiction of how swollen Uncle had looked. 


Eshika laughed and even clapped her hands as she did so. She had a really nice smile when 
she laughed. 


Eshika wrote out after finally calming down: 


“Does he do funny stuff like that often?” 


“He spent some time alone traveling. Some sort of Spirit journey? I’m not sure what all he 
was doing but maybe he’s started thinking just because it’s a plant its edible.” 


“Ohhhh. So you don t know where he was traveling?” 


“Around the Earth Kingdom? He’s told me some about people he’s met and stuff. And about 
animals and places he’s seen, and he throws in random proverbs and jokes sometimes.” 


“Wow, sounds like he’s had quite the adventure! Where were you staying while he travelled?”’ 


It had been during his conversations with Uncle and Song that Zuko realized how 
complicated it was to describe Pima and Kojin, along with Gramps and Nani. They had been 
so much more than just his instructors. And it was tiring trying to fingerspell everything; 
even more so writing it. 


It was a perfectly innocent thing on his part, just so he could make things easier. 


“With my firebending Master and her husband.” 


“Did you like staying with them?” 


“Yes. Pima and Kojin are pretty much like my adoptive parents. They taught me a lot.” 


Pima did say that he was pretty much adopted into her family anyway, so...it wasn’t really 
that far from the truth. 


“Your uncle took you from them? He didnt force you to leave did he?” 


There almost seemed to be an excessive harshness to the strokes of Eshika’s characters. 


“No, it was agreed I would stay with them while he traveled.” 


“That's makes me relieved. Can you tell me about them?” 
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“Pima taught me all about firebending. Kojin was my tutor.’ 


“Wow! What did Kojin teach you?” 


From there, Zuko was able to tell her about the various things Kojin had taught him, such as: 
how to gut a fish and hunting; how to fight and fight dirty if he had to; helped him practice 
with the dao too. He always liked Kojin’s lessons because of how he explained things. 


It was more of an offhand comment as Zuko added, 


“Kojin complained a lot about my old schoolbooks and threw them out. Taught me a lot 
about Spirits and the history about the other Nations.” 


Eshika had a strange look on her face. She looked almost confused. Then, she smiled — but it 
appeared forced. 


“T love learning as well! What was the favorite thing you liked learning?” 


There were several things Zuko enjoyed — he wrote about a few of the Avatars way back 
when and significant bits of history. He avoided mentioning the War, as to not risk bringing 
up certain subjects that could lead to unwanted questions. 


He also carefully avoided any mention Avatar Na-Ai because they were a taboo subject in 
various regions of the Earth Kingdom. It was best to simply not mention them all together. 


Eshika didn’t respond right away. When he glanced up at her, she was frowning. When she 
noticed him staring, she forced another smile. 


“You certainly know your stuff, huh?” 


Zuko thought Eshika was going to add more, but she quickly erased that one line and wrote, 
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“Have you ever had rock candy? It’s a specialty in the Earth Kingdom.’ 


An abrupt change in topic... Zuko shook his head. 


“Ts it sweet?” 


“Depends on how it's made! Some people make it really sweet, others are sour, or even 
spicy.” 


Eshika dug into the pocket of her baggy pants and pulled out a small sack — which contained 
shiny, green, rock-like candy. 


It tasted kind of like tangy melon-apples. Sen ended up stealing one of the candies, and got it 
stuck to the fur on her back. Which resulted in her rolling and spinning around wildly for 
several minutes before she managed to dislodge it. 


Afterwards, she simply licked it and didn’t try playing with it. 


Eshika told Zuko a bit more about rock candy and how it was made. 


From there, there was so much talk of food that sounded wonderfully delicious from how 
Eshika described the dishes; that Zuko was pretty sure he could eat even more right now if 
given the chance. 


The topic of Zuko’s favorite foods came up — which wasn’t weird — Eshika wrote that pork 
and curry dumplings were her favorite. But what was kind of weird was one of Eshika’s 
questions. 


“Does your uncle give you your favorite foods or does he not want to spoil you too much?” 


Zuko frowned as he read what was written, trying to figure out exactly what it meant. He felt 
like he was missing something, and it should be obvious — but he couldn’t figure it out. So, he 
bluntly asked, 


“What does that even mean? Of course he gives me food.”’ 


Movement in the corner of his eye got Zuko’s attention. Ten- Yu was making various motions, 
and everyone was packing up. 
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“Time to go. It was nice talking to you.’ 


She grinned. 
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“Well, writing. Let's talk again at dinner.’ 


Eshika quickly cleared the table of supplies and returned the earth back to normal with a 
quick stomp; barely stirring up any dust. 


She motioned that he keep the writing tool, so he stuffed it into his pocket. Then Zuko and 
Uncle helped clean up where they could. Mairi and Eshika essentially buried everything, 
getting rid of any evidence that anyone was even there. 


As they rode away, it occurred to Zuko that Eshika hadn’t explained what her strange 
question meant. After a heavy meal and the gentle swaying as they rode Tofu, Zuko dozed 
off. 


Zuko woke up when the sky was slowly turning orange and red as the sun began to set. He 
was stiff from sleeping in such a strange position for several hours. 


The group set up camp just off to the side of the path. 
The process was slightly a bit more complicated this time. 


First, the merchants set up large poles that surrounded their camp with flags that had symbols 
and characters sewn into them; along with little cups that could hold candles and incense 
sticks. 


Instead of having tents, Mairi and Eshika simply used their combined earthbending to build 
rock tents for everyone and shelter for the animals. 


Once they were settled in, that gave Zuko the opportunity to ask what the poles were for. 


Ten-Yu explained, speaking while making a few simple one-handed gestures as he held a 
flame in his palm by his mouth. “****** keep moving Dark Spirits away. They’re active at 
night ******* attracted to large groups of people gathered inwan place. Too many people 
worry about the dead and forget about the living.” 


He thought of all the shrines back in the Ruins, and how people worked to maintain them. 
The twisted Spirits wandering out in the Wilds were kept away thanks to that maintenance. 


Kojin had told him plenty of stories about strange, Dark Spirits that came after people. 


That port town wasn’t surrounded by shrines, and neither was that town where Baem and 
Song lived. He didn’t remember seeing any poles with those flags. 


Maybe there had been a shrine or something somewhere in the port town. 
‘The poles....” Zuko had to ask and motion. ‘What do the villages do to keep Spirits away?’ 
Ten-Yu took a few seconds to respond, 


“It’s a bit...****** |” he shrugged a bit. “It depends. People either rely on Mountain Spirits 
**** ke contracts with a Spirit****watch over their town.’ 


‘Spirits watch over the town?’ 


Ten-Yu grinned, saying something that Zuko missed. Then he said, “The townsfolk give gifts 
to ***** Spirit — it wants things like objects or food. They g*****” 


There was so much more Zuko wanted to ask, but then Pedang came over because he needed 
to talk to Ten-Yu about something. Ten-Yu ducked his head apologetically and left with 
Pedang. 


Eshika sat with Zuko again, and when dinner was done they were writing back and forth 
again. 


“Whats the Fire Nation like? I’ve never been. My great-grandfather on my mom 5 side is 
from there.” 


Zuko eagerly told Eshika about the Fire Nation — of course, he avoided mentioning anything 
specific about Sun Warriors and Dragons. Though, he did tell her a bit more Pima and Kojin 
and how much he’d enjoyed living with them. And about Gramps and Nani, who were 
always so nice. He also told her about Ryu and Hana who had been his first friends, and how 
the two would argue and compete all the time. 


“They always wanted me to decide which one “won”. I always just took turns on who I 
picked. Sometimes one of them was right or both were wrong.” 


Eshika pressed her hands together and tilted her head, making an “awwww’” sort of 
expression. She grinned. 


“Do you think that means they’ll get married?” 


Zuko arched an eyebrow at Eshika very judgmentally. 


“Why would them arguing make them a couple?” 


“Sometimes when people argue that means they like each other @@ ” 


Zuko could easily imagine both of them jumping away from each other in disgust if anyone 
implied they’d be a cute couple. 


“Why would Ryu and Hana be a couple? Are you trying to make some kind of weird joke?” 
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“Are you sure? Because it certainly sounds like they could be.’ 


“Yes! Why are you so insistent that they re going to be a couple? You dont even know 
them!!!” 


Zuko looked up from what he’d written to Eshika, who clearly had an amused, very pleased- 
with-herself smile. 


It took Zuko a few seconds to catch on. She had been purposefully goading him into arguing! 


Eshika only laughed as Zuko glared. 


Zuko wrote out, 


“Crusty butt nugget” 


He harshly scraped an arrow across the makeshift table pointing at Eshika. 


This only made Eshika laugh even harder. And she stuck her tongue out at him. And then she 
turned to the others, and it was obvious she was sharing some of what had been said. They 
were also entertained. 


Uncle waved to get his attention. 


He signed while speaking, “You shouldn’t be using language like that! Where did you even 
learn-” 


‘She started it!” 

Eshika at least, apologized for pushing him like she did. 
Zuko simply scowled at her. 

‘T’m going to bed.’ 


These merchants were all very weird. 


The rock tents were actually very comfy — and far better than when he and Uncle had been 
sleeping on the ground before. 


Sen curled up tightly next to him. 


Even though Zuko had dozed off earlier that day, he was able to go to sleep easily enough. 


The next day, Eshika apologized once again by offering a different flavor of rock-candy. 
The offering was accepted. 


Their written conversations consisted of Eshika asking if he had any favorite flowers, and of 
all the things to be asked, Zuko only knew a few. He could tell her about fire lilies and sun 
daisies, and the various other flowers whose names he knew for sure. Others, he had to 
describe as best he could, or tried drawing a picture that didn’t really look like what he could 
picture in his mind. 


Eshika shared that her favorites were rose thistles, even if they were more like weeds and 
were extremely poisonous. She explained that a person had to boil the leaves and petals long 
enough to a point they were no longer poisonous. 


Rose thistles made delicious tea and were great for adding flavor to several meals. 


She also loved them because of the little desert bee-mice that pollinated the flowers, and the 
honey they produced was amazing. 


Their traveling consisted of the usual monotony. Zuko was nearly dozing off when they 
suddenly stopped. The jostling startled Zuko awake. 


He glanced around curiously. They were surrounded by large boulders, and the terrain was 
slowly shifting from sand to rock. To the left, Zuko could see mountains with clear paths 
carved into them. To the right, there was a path that was carved through a rocky field. 


Pedang slid off his elephant-gaur and was inspecting some nearby boulders that were by the 
path’s entrance. There was a noticeable shift as he frowned. He said something to Ten- Yu, 
and judging from his suddenly tense posture, he didn’t like whatever Pedang was saying. 


Zuko got Uncle’s attention. 


‘What’s going on?’ 
‘Not sure.’ 


Pedang waved at them to come over, and then motioned with a finger over his mouth — the 
universal sign of being quiet. 


Uncle was close behind as they walked over. 


What had Pedang so concerned were a serious of scratches and sometimes even deep gouges 
on the various large rocks further down the pathway. 


Eshika quickly wrote on one the nearby rocks with a finger, 


“Possibility of Boar-dillos in the area. These scratches on the rocks mean they’ve passed 
through. Pedang is checking just in case. We might have to take a detour. If so, remember to 
BE QUIET. DO NOT DO ANYTHING TO ATTRACT THEIR ATTENTION. They are very 
aggressive and territorial and will chase you down. We have ways to distract them, and we 
can use our bending — but it’s very very risky.” 


Zuko tried to remember what he’d read about boar-dillos in the book about animals living in 
the Earth Kingdom. He remembered that they were big and had long tusks. 


‘What do they look like?’ 
Uncle asked for him. 


Eshika drew a picture of a boar-dillo on the rock face, explaining that this was the size most 
of them got to be — which was close to Zuko’s height. 


She then drew the boar-dillo rolled up and showed how its tusks jutted out the sides. 
Everyone looked to the side, and Zuko followed their gazes. 

Pedang came back, and didn’t look happy. 

“There’s a large herd **** the field. We'll have to go ***** toward******” 


Quickly, Toru dug around in the back of one of the wagons and pulled out a bag. Whatever its 
contents consisted of was rank. Zuko covered his mouth to hold back a gag. 


Ten-Yu and Pedang were looking over a map, while Eshika and Mairi checked to make sure 
they had items secured and (with a quick explanation from Uncle) that none of the items they 
had with them could make a loud sound — because apparently sound carried around these 
boulders. 


Once they were done, everyone quickly mounted, and Zuko tried to move quietly and hoped 
that he was successful. Uncle probably would have told him if he was being too loud. 


Pedang took the lead, and there was a nervous tension in the air. He noticed how they moved 
slower. A part of Zuko made him want to hold his breath in case he was breathing too loud. 


Zuko kept an eye on the scratched-up rocks, and slowly, the scratches came less and less 
frequently. 


They made their way towards one of the mountainous paths and went on until there were no 
more rocks covered in scratches. 


They were in an area now that was just near the base of a mountain and were climbing higher. 
Zuko would have enjoyed the scenery far more if he didn’t feel like everyone was simply 
trying not to die what would surely be a violent death. 


They were a few miles away from the boulder field but could still see it in between the 
various jutting rocks. As they moved, he got a clear view of the boulder field. 


There was a large rock in the center of the boulder field, much taller than the others. There 
was also something — several somethings on top of the rock... vaguely human shaped. 


It took Zuko a moment to understand what he was seeing — and his eyes widened when he 
realized that there were more than a few people all crammed together on top of the rock. It 
took just a few more seconds for him to register that they were dead. 


Down below at the base of the rock, was looked to be a torn-up tent and scattered supplies. 


At first, one could have assumed that there had been a landslide, because there were so many 
boulders that covered what had once been someone’s campsite. But then the rocks uncurled 
and moved; stretching — even form this distance, he could see their sharp tusks. 


He took in the sight of numerous boar-dillos. 


The merchants were moving slowly enough, that Zuko counted the boar-dillos that he could 
see easily. There were at least forty — and that didn’t count the ones he likely missed because 
they were curled up and blended into the terrain. Others could likely be lounging around in 
the rocks. 


The animals had the tallest rock surrounded; and there were thick scratches all along the base 
of it. 


Iroh place his hand on Zuko’s shoulder, likely encouraging him to look away. 


He held Sen in a tight grip, not wanting her to suddenly slip away if something caught her 
attention. 


Ten-Yu was saying something, and Uncle signed with one hand to explain: 


“We have to go on for several more miles than intended. Don’t want to risk boar-dillos 
catching any food or Human scent.’ 


It was much later when they finally stopped. Zuko was stiff and sore. He stretched and felt 
various joints popping. 


Their meal was a fairly quick one; since it seemed that the merchants had a schedule they 
were sticking to and they didn’t like being behind. 


Eshika had her usual written conversation with Zuko. 


“That was some unfortunate luck for those people. The boar-dillos probably smelled food 
cooking — and moved into the area. Or maybe the people were seen as a threat, or just 
weren t prepared to fend them off. We’ve come across bodies in trees where someone was 
clearly trapped by boar-dillos”’ 


Earthbenders were always of the mindset to “stand their ground’. But when it came to boar- 
dillos it was far better for an Earthbender to hide and tunnel away, because the animals could 
and would spend days pounding away at someone’s hiding place — or if they lost interest and 
finally left. 


The conversation then evolved into telling each other about the various animals living in the 
Fire Nation and Earth Kingdom. 


Zuko told her about gator-wasps, how their eggs were extremely expensive because of how 
difficult getting the eggs were. The creatures were near ten feet long and could be even 
bigger than that. Part of the risk was that between the jaws, the foot-or-so long stinger, gator- 
wasps also swarmed. 


Even if a person managed to escape, they often did with the loss of a limb if they were lucky 
enough to get out alive. 


It was far too dangerous to risk. 
In the Earth Kingdom, there were apparently several things that could kill a person. 


Viper-rats were a bane to farmers because it wasn’t just an issue of them being disgusting 
creatures — their poison could wreak havoc on livestock that ate the grains if the viper-rats 
had come into contact with it, any creature killed by viper-rat poison had to be burned 
because the meat was no longer edible — it could make any animals and people who ate it 
severely sick. 


And then there were the fleas... 


“Any time we see viper-rats we kill them — and have to check that no food has been 
damaged.” 


He told her about turtle-ducks and how soft their feathers were, and how he used to feed them 
with his mother — 


That — that was probably something he shouldn’t have said, because that opened up questions 
about Mother. 


“Ts she still alive?” 


“Yes.” 


“Ts she in the Fire Nation?” 


“Yes.” 


“Did she send you away?” 


“Yes but she didn t want to.”’ 


Eshika gave him a pitying look. Well...not exactly pity. 


“She must have loved you very much. What about your dad?” 


Zuko tensed up, not being sure how to answer. 
It was Eshika who changed the subject, something Zuko was grateful for. 


She didn’t ask about his father again. 


Zuko thought that Eshika was really nice, and he especially appreciated her taking the time to 
communicate even if it was through writing. There were times Zuko had to circle a word or 
phrase and ask what it meant, and Eshika always explained. 


It made the days far less boring. 


They stopped at a watering hole for the animals. Zuko happened to glace at Ten-Yu and 
Pedang. They were leaning close to each other, and though the angle was a bit odd, he could 
see Ten-Yu’s face. Whatever was going on, Ten-Yu looked angry. 


There were times — Zuko thought he saw Ten-Yu glaring at Uncle. Pedang seemed to watch 
Uncle as well, always following him with his eyes. 


Mairi and Uncle seemed to talk and laugh with each other all the time if Uncle wasn’t talking 
to Zuko or someone else. 


Some days, Toru and Uncle played card games involving dice and money. 


There were times though, during his conversations with Eshika that she would randomly 
throw in strangely worded questions about Uncle. 


Such as once asking if Uncle ever wanted to share his bedroll because sometimes it could get 
pretty cold at night. 


Zuko’s response was that they were Firebenders, why would Uncle want to share his bedroll, 
Eshika simply shrugged. Her reasoning was that sometimes people shared body heat because 
of the cold. 


It took Zuko a moment to process the way the question and answer had been phrased. 
But then the conversation moved on, and the strange question was forgotten about. 


Zuko only remembered the strange questions whenever Eshika asked another strange 
question...yet she always had a reason for asking? 


There was asking if Uncle ever made Zuko do something he didn’t want to do or did stuff he 
didn’t enjoy — and yes, there was. Eshika quickly asked what it was — and he answered that it 
was studying stuff he didn’t like and using proverbs and telling jokes he didn’t always 
understand. 


There was asking who Uncle was related to — how long Zuko had known Uncle... 
The randomly interjected questions finally made Zuko ask her, 


“Why don t you ask these questions to Uncle yourself?” 


“He's always talking to Mairi or Toru, so I figured I'd ask you.” 


Good enough reason he figured, but still... 


One evening, Zuko did mention to Uncle, ‘E-S-H-I-K-A is always asking me about you. She 
thinks you’re weird.’ 


‘Oh? Does she? What has she been asking?’ 


‘Zuko shrugged. ‘About your tea, how you keep warm, and stuff you enjoy... You’re always 
talking to M-A-I-R-I, so does that mean she wants to talk to you too?’ 


‘Perhaps. I have mostly been talking to the lovely Miss M-A-I-R-I...’ 


As they traveled, Uncle and Eshika would chat, with Uncle interpreting. Though it was a bit 
awkwardly done, since Uncle had to sign with Zuko sitting right in front of him. But they 
managed. 


One evening at dinner, this was probably the perfect time to ask, Zuko figured. They’d been 
having their conversations for a little over a week-and-a-half and this wasn’t something that 
had ever come up. 


Uncle was one thing — he was an outsider, and there were rules for outsiders — Zuko was the 
exception with Ran’s Blessing. Surely, it’d be okay to ask Eshika because if she knew the 
Earthbending Lost Arts — because she had been Blessed by whatever was Ran and Shaw’s 
equivalent. Those bracelets more than likely meant she had to at least have some kind of 
knowledge of the Lost Arts. 


“Where did you get your bracelets?” 


Eshika held up an arm, and the firelight glistened off her jewelry as if they were in sunlight. 
The bracelets sparkled especially eye-catchingly this close to the campfire. 


She looked proud. 


“T made them once I was declared a Master. Pretty cool, right?” 


Zuko grinned. 


“Were your bracelets made using the Lost Arts? Have you ever tried growing trees?” 


He looked up at her and frowned, not being sure what to make of her expression. Eshika’s 
eyebrows furrowed, and her eyes were wide as she stared at him for several seconds. 


She finally wrote out, 
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“You know about the Lost Arts? Like really really know about them.’ 


Zuko responded, 


“Pima and Kojin told me about how Earthbenders and Firebenders used to work together to 
grow plants and forests. But I couldnt learn to grow plants from Kojin. Don t have the 
right...type? Heart? But was still allowed to learn.” 


Eshika was gaping at him, now. Her mouth moved several times, but she didn’t seem to 
actually be saying anything. 


Zuko unsheathed his dao to show her that he had something as special as her bracelets. Plus, 
the dao were additional proof that he really did know about the Lost Arts. 


Eshika’s expression was an especially deep frown as she studied the dao. She said something, 
but wasn’t looking at Zuko. 


He tensed up. Wondering what was going on. 
Her eyes went to the left side of his face and lingered for several long seconds. 


He couldn’t tell if she was scared or angry — had — had he messed up? Was this not something 
he was supposed to talk about with other people? Zuko wracked his brain trying to remember 
the rules Pima and Kojin had given him concerning the Arts. They’d never mentioned not 
talking to other people about them who were also Lost Art users. 


Or had they said something, and he’d not realized — had he messed up again? 
Were there any rules he’d missed? Misunderstood? 
The times he’d misunderstood, hadn’t followed the rules — 


A ghost of a hand burned against his shoulder — Chantico loomed over him, pressing a hand 
against his face. 


Sen nipped his hand, bringing Zuko out of his mental spiral. 


Pedang walked over, and Eshika motioned for him to sit down. 


Over the course of their time traveling together, Zuko hadn’t really talked to the man. He 
seemed far too intense and serious. 


Eshika showed him the dao, and Pedang’s eyes widened very briefly. He looked from the dao 
to Zuko and back. He said something, before he slowly pulled out both his sword and dagger, 
and carefully laid them out on the ground in front of Zuko. 


The blades gleamed as if they were in daylight, and there were intricate patterned like 
intertwined leaves carved into the sword. On the dagger, there looked to be some sort of 
snake-scorpion. 


His weapons had been made using the Lost Arts. 

Pedang looked far more serious as he observed Zuko. 

Zuko stiffened, and hunched slightly, not being sure what Pedang wanted. 
He took Eshika’s pen and wrote, 


“Where did you get the dao?” 


“My adopted parents. They were a gift.” 


Eshika was writing something else. Just then — Eshika turned to look at something behind 
her. In one smooth motion, she wiped away whatever she’d written and instead wrote, 


“We need to go to bed. Tomorrow, ride with me.”’ 


From how she was looking at him it didn’t seem like she’d take ‘no’ for an answer. 


Zuko wanted to ask if he was in trouble, except Eshika brushed away what they’d written and 
nodded a goodnight. With her position and the way the light caught her dual-colored eyes, it 
was especially eerie. Pedang gathered his blades and nodded at Zuko as he stood. 


Laying in his rock tent, Zuko had a somewhat difficult time sleeping that night as anxiety 
whirled in his gut. He finally fell asleep what was likely several hours later. 
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The next day, Zuko managed to drag himself out of bed and joined Uncle, Toru, and Ten-Yu 
in morning meditation. Zuko sat next to Uncle and tried to focus. He wasn’t sure if he should 


say something to Uncle — or if there was anything Uncle could even do. 
Zuko managed to focus, feeling Chantico’s energy ebb and flow as he breathed. 


Finally, meditation was done, and if there was anything else to do to help prepare for 
breakfast, the others helped. 


It was just before they were all settled down to eat that Zuko noticed Ten-Yu and Pedang 
standing a distance away, seeming to have a particularly intense conversation once again. 
Ten-Yu’s back and shoulders were stiff. 


When the two men joined them at the table, Ten-Yu looked furious — enough so that Zuko 
fully intended to stay out of the way even if he wasn’t the subject of whatever ire had gotten 
hold of Ten-Yu. Pedang’s glare seemed...almost hostile, but he wasn’t looking at anyone in 
particular. 


Mairi smiled with her eyes whenever she spoke to Uncle, but something about it wasn’t 
friendly like it had been yesterday. Did Uncle notice? 


Eshika pulled Zuko away to sit with her, and she...sat down where he’d been...? Why’d she 
want to sit next to Uncle...and not talk to him...? 


Toru who had been what could only be described as “loud” smiles before now...was smiling 
in a quiet, not very friendly way. 


Why was everyone acting so strange? 


But Zuko didn’t have the chance to ask Uncle anything because his attention kept getting 
pulled away; being asked to help pack and make sure they had everything. 


At first 1t was nice to be asked, simply because Zuko didn’t have to sit around awkwardly 
watching everyone go about doing their morning tasks. But some it almost seemed a little... 
unnecessary? Stuff like making sure things in the wagons were securely tied down. 


Stuff being tied down was understandable. But him checking it with Pedang sitting right there 
next to him who could very well check it himself was strange. 


Perhaps the merchants were trying to make him feel involved? Now? After they’d been 
travelling all this way? 


It was appreciated but felt...Zuko wasn’t sure of the word. Like they were entertaining a 
small child — he wasn’t a child... 


Before long, Eshika got Zuko’s attention, and smiled a smile that didn’t reach her eyes as she 
pointed at her elephant-gaur. She guided him over to the beasts, which had a saddle and a 
pack on its back. Colorful tassels decorated its horns and tusks. 


The elephant-gaur reached out with its trunk and sniffed Zuko. Sen licked its nose. 


Zuko scratched what he could reach of the elephant-gaur’s shoulder, feeling how rough the 
short hairs were. Its muscles twitched under his hand. 


In turn, the creature patted his head with its trunk, and he could feel a powerful, rumbling 
sensation run up his arm. 


Eshika tapped on the elephant-gaur’s leg, and it bowed down. Eshika climbed on first, and 
then Zuko followed so that he was sitting in front of her. 


She then tapped the elephant-gaur’s head, and it slowly stood up. 
It was very different compared to how Tofu would stand. 


She was smooth and fast. The elephant-gaur had a sense of lumbering heaviness and height. 
Zuko gripped the saddle just in case — but there didn’t seem to be a sensation of toppling 
over. 


The elephant-gaur moved slowly as Eshika guided it along after their group. 
Uncle smiled and waved at Zuko from where he sat on Tofu. 


After a while, Eshika placed a clay tablet in front of Zuko, resting it on the back of their 
mount’s head. 


She held out the writing tool she’d made, and made a motion which Zuko guessed meant that 
he should take out his own as well. 


When Eshika leaned forward, Zuko was suddenly very aware of her chest pressed against his 
back — and he could smell spices and fresh earth. Eshika was undeniably pretty. 


Heat flooded to his face at the thought of her being so close. 
He forced himself to focus on what she was writing on the tablet. 


“How did you sleep?” 


Zuko kept his head down and shrugged. 


“Am I in trouble?” 


Eshika placed her hand on his and leaned forward so he could see her. She frowned and 
looked genuinely sad and shook her head. 


“Why would you be in trouble?” 


“T dont know.” 


“Ts this about the Lost Arts?” 


At Zuko’s small nod, Eshika was quickly writing: 


“T get it — the Lost Arts are supposed to be a secret not everyone should be in on. There are 
things that are dangerous — and in the wrong hands Bending is dangerous.” 


Zuko had barely finished reading what she’d written, when Eshika was writing more. 


“Tt was your Master, your adopted parents that told you about the Lost Arts? How is that 
even possible? The Fire Nation’s Lost Arts have been gone since around Sozin’s time if I 
remember correctly. They slowly died out as his campaign began. 


Who exactly is your Master?” 


He was focused on trying to think up excuses or try and lie — and maybe he could get away 
with it. But he knew he sucked at lying. 


He’d already mentioned Pima and Kojin — so he mentioned a little more about them — but 
still didn’t give any real details about the Sun Warriors or Ran and Shaw. 


When it became clear that Zuko was done answering questions about the Lost Arts, Eshika 
apparently let it go. The tablet had run out of space at this point, anyway. 


Eshika smoothed out the clay and asked Zuko if there was anything he wanted to ask her. 


“How do you know about the Lost Arts?” 


Eshika replied with, 


“My crazy Master. Likes absurd riddles and playing dangerous games. He scared me half to 
death more than once.” 


Eshika had plenty of stories about her Master essentially launching boulders at her, cackling 
as he told her to dodge; all while trying to balance several cups filled to the brim with some 
kind of horribly smelly gruel to feed his pet gorilla-rabbit, Flopsy. Apparently, getting the 
gruel all over risked Flopsy tackling the person and wouldn’t let them go until every bit of the 
gruel was licked clean. 


Only to start again once Flopsy was done. 


“Tt was a harrowing experience. ”’ 


She had to explain what ‘harrowing’ meant. Zuko began to think that maybe he’d had it 
relatively easy with Pima, all things considered. 


He thought for a moment, then asked her about how she ended up being a merchant. 


Eshika had a desire for adventure, and being a merchant seemed to be the logical choice. 
After she became an Master around sixteen, she joined Ten-Yu a few months later, and had 
been working with him for a little a little over two years now. 


She had several stories about the places she’d been in her travels, and the people she’d met. 


As they wrote messages back and forth, Zuko wondered why if Eshika could in fact see 
Chantico’s mark, why wasn’t she asking about it? 


Admittedly, it was a relief that she wasn’t asking because it was still something he wasn’t 
sure he could even begin to explain. Because if he had to, that would mean pretty much 
identifying who he and Uncle truly were. 


So, why? Did she not care, or something? Was this something he should be concerned about? 


Feeling Eshika shift against him brought Zuko’s attention back to their conversation. She 
tapped on the tablet a few times as if thinking. 


“How about this? We can take turns asking and answering questions. Answer whatever you 
want. Telling me anything is okay. And I'll tell you something in turn.” 


There were certainly things Zuko wouldn’t and couldn’t answer. 


He glanced over at Uncle, hoping for some sort of cue, somehow. Uncle and Mairi were 
deeply invested in their own conversation...he would be of no help. 


Zuko looked back to the tablet. Obviously, the full details of exactly who his family was and 
where exactly he was from in the Fire Nation. But everything else should be fine; there 
weren’t any rules that forbid him from telling her some things. For a moment, he focused on 
Eshika, and felt that she was curious. 


He figured that if Eshika had been allowed to learn the Lost Arts, that must have made her a 
good person. It wasn’t like he’d even be teaching her anything, so that was following the 
rules, wasn’t it? 


He wrote out that hobbies involved reading plays and certain books, even though sometimes 
he didn’t understand a few of the words and phrases and had to ask what they meant. He 


liked swords and being able to Bend so freely. And animals were wonderful — he told Eshika 
about how he’d gotten Sen, and that she liked to hunt and eat things. 


Eshika asked him about his favorite plays, and what he liked so much about them — the actors 
were So expressive, and the scripts had the characters’ thoughts and emotions written out so 
he didn’t need someone there to help explain what was going on. 


Eshika loved especially trashy romance scrolls, but she didn’t bother fully explaining what 
that meant. Describing them as “so, so bad but very good.” 


She loved collecting small stones from the places she travelled to, and making jewelry and 
small statues of animals. She sometimes made toys for children, adding little blessings to 
them to keep their owners safe. 


She had a garden back home, and her brother was helping take care of it while she was gone. 


There were things Zuko knew for sure he needed to avoid answering, which was easy 
enough. 


“How is Mushi your uncle? On your dad’s side or your mom s?”’ 


“My dads.” 


“Who's your dad?” 


He could see Eshika studying him out of the corner of his eye, and he focused straight ahead. 
Finally, he replied with, 


“T’d rather not say.” 


Eshika didn’t push. 
She instead wrote: 


“Why did you leave the Fire Nation?” 


Zuko didn’t know how to respond to that. So, he just replied with, 
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“T couldnt stay there anymore.’ 


“Do you know why you’re in the Earth Kingdom?” 


I 


“We’re making a new life in the Earth Kingdom.’ 


“Do you know where you’re going?” 


Zuko turned so that he could look up at Eshika with even more confusion. Of course, he knew 
where they were going. In fact, he shifted his expression to a judgmental frown. Was Eshika 
like Uncle? Lost, but pretending to know where she was? 


“Do you know where you're going?” 


Zuko wondered if it was as sarcastic just reading it as it sounded in his head. 


She smiled a little, reading what he wrote. And seemed even more entertained as she looked 
at him. 


“T just wanted to be sure you weren t just following blindly. Those who follow blindly will 
eventually look up wondering where they are and find that they are lost to time and 
misfortune. ” 


Was that a proverb? Why was she telling him proverbs? 


He looked back at her, and Eshika had a smile as she stuck her tongue out at him. 


The merchants told strange jokes. Maybe it was some aspect of Earth Kingdom humor, and 
he just didn’t understand it. 
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The merchants were an interesting bunch, Iroh had to say. 


They’d been working together for several years now, though Eshika had been with them for 
the shortest time. 


Ten-Yu was the leader of their small group. The others had apparently decided amongst 
themselves for him to be such without informing him of the fact. Knowing he couldn’t argue, 
he simply accepted the unofficial title. 


He was an intelligent man, quick-witted, and was the negotiator. 


Pedang was a man of few words. He only spoke when he had something to say. He lingered 
in the background; and if Iroh wasn’t paying attention, Pedang tended to sneak up on people. 
According to Mairi, Pedang always ensured honesty with their clients. 


Mairi was a charming woman, with an excellent taste for tea. And her cooking was certainly 
something else. She was also a negotiator in other areas that Ten-Yu lacked. Such as dealing 
with other women and families. Ten-Yu described her as “someone who could sell wings to a 
butterfly-fish.” 


Mairi took the compliment with a smile. 


Toru was rather...to put it delicately...violent. Or at least he had a penchant for it. He wasn’t 
one to cause violence; but rather hoped that it came to him. When Toru showed that he was a 
Firebender, Iroh asked him why he carried a kanabo. 


Toru grinned like he was sharing a joke, motioning to his kanabo as if presenting a beloved 
child. “I’m not the best at bending, so I prefer my trusty baby here. I’ve definitely crushed 
more than a few heads and kneecaps with it!” 


He then laughed uproariously. 
“T see...” Iroh replied with a polite smile. 


Iroh truly appreciated Eshika taking the time that she did to spend with Zuko. She truly 
embodied the Patience of Earth, he thought. Zuko clearly enjoyed their written conversations. 


With the presence of boar-dillos, they had no choice but to take a detour. 


Iroh nearly tried to turn Zuko’s attention away from the gruesome scene; but he stopped 
himself. These were the kind of dangers out there in the world that his nephew needed to be 
aware of. He looked at the people who had been trapped on top of that rock and said a prayer 
for the poor souls who could not have funeral rites until the boar-dillos finally decided to take 
their leave. 


They all remained unnervingly quiet as they moved as carefully as possible with a mongoose- 
lizard, elephant-gaur, and two wagons being pulled by ostrich-horses. It almost seemed that 
even the animals themselves knew they had to be quiet. At even the most minute of noises, 
there was a tension of wondering if they would suddenly hear squealing as the boar-dillos 
began chasing them down. 


No-one said a word until they had left the rock field far behind. 


Once they could breathe a sigh of relief, the merchants each had some story of encountering 
boar-dillos. 


“Boar-dillos usually leave people alone,” Pedang clicked his tongue, “unless they see you as 
a threat.” 


“Their vision isn’t the best, so there are at least some plants and small fire crackers we can 
use to throw off their sense of smell and cause some confusion. That gives you some extra 
time.” Toru motioned to the bag. “We set these on fire and toss ‘em.” 


“T’ve got a scar right here from a boar-dillo hunt.” Ten-Yu said proudly as he traced several 
inches outside his thigh. “I was lucky I didn’t bleed out. My brother got a good chunk bitten 
out of his leg as well.” 


“Always hunt boar-dillos as a group,” Mairi said. “They can and will gore people and other 
animals.” 


Ten-Yu had a smirk on his face. “There’re plenty of jokes and stories about Fire Benders 
encountering boar-dillos for the first time — now they know it’s better to avoid ‘em!” 


Iroh took a deep breath and didn’t necessarily change the subject. 
“Are boar-dillos something we have to worry about in the Earth Kingdom?” 


“Not really.” Mairi explained. “Usually, they stay away from larger towns and villages. But 
sometimes they’ll raid food stores, attack cattle, they’ burrow under towns and cause small 
sinkholes — the biggest issue is that they carry several diseases deadly to us Humans. But if 
they get startled, or people wander into their territory, they’1l certainly attack.” 
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For several hours, they travelled in companionable silence, with only snippets of 
conversation. 


Iroh had studied the various maps of the Earth Kingdom and of the regions surrounding this 
area. It was an old habit from his days as a General. 


“We’re taking another detour?” he asked when he’d noticed it. 


“There’s e-Fire Nation soldiers patrolling the main trail. There are rumors of fugitives being 
spotted in the area, and somehow that’s my problem because they’re charging folks to use 
what should be a free route anyway.” Ten-Yu smirked, pressing his index finger and thumb 
together. “I like saving money and avoiding trouble when we can.” 


They soon crested over a hill that looked over a bowl-shaped canyon. 


The ground was cracked and spider-webbed out for miles, as far as Iroh could see. It was also 
tinted a deep, dark red instead of the usual earthy golden-brown tones. Tall, spiraling, jagged 
stones twisted out of the cracked earth. 


There had been plenty of greenery in this region that they passed as they traveled. There was 
an eerie quietness to that place, and it was far too still. 


Iroh blinked when he saw something move in the shadows of scraggly burned tree branches. 
He blinked, but he knew that he didn’t imagine it. He glanced to the right and watched as the 
ground shifted ever so slightly and shadows slithered and stretched across the ground. 


The place was Wild. 
““’..We aren’t going to pass through that valley, are we?” 
Ten-Yu gave Iroh a baffled look. 


“Mushi. Surely you jest! That place is absolutely swarming with wandering Death Spirits — 
and those are the pretty ones.” 


“No-one’s stupid enough to go through there, not even thieves or the Fire soldiers.” Toru 
added, also giving Iroh an odd look. 


Relieved that he wouldn’t have to try and think up an excuse for not wanting to pass through 
that place without raising suspicion, Iroh encouraged Tofu forward. 


There had been a niggling feeling in the back of Iroh’s mind that something was wrong. The 
merchants had been acting...different as of late. But it was so subtle, that at first Iroh thought 
that maybe he was imagining things. But there had been certain things said in certain ways, 
and now... 


Iroh felt vindicated that his instincts hadn’t been wrong. 


He couldn’t make an excuse and turn around to leave, because Zuko was riding with Eshika. 


When they stopped to set up camp, it was far more elaborate this time around. Both Mairi 
and Eshika earthbended a slightly raised platform for them to set up on. While the others set 


up the poles, Mairi earthbended small totems in between each pole, etching and muttering 
elaborate prayers into the stones. 


“Being even this close to Khoc Ra Mau we have to take extra precautions.” Ten-Yu explained 
as he lit the small torches. “We could have gone through Ban-Fen’s Pass further east, but that 
would’ve just lengthened our journey by several days.” 


Once that was done, they did their usual setup of creating a table and shelter. 


As the sun slowly set, the encroaching darkness came to life. Already, there were creatures 
slowly gathered around their campsite but kept their distance at the edge of the torchlight. 


Eshika and Mairi could clearly see them moving, and Zuko looked uneasy as he watched. 


There was a tall creature that edged the torchlight. He could see its outline; hunched over but 
still tall and thin, with long, spindly arms with too many joints with claws that dragged across 
the ground. It didn’t seem to have a face, but Iroh could see a mouth filled with teeth. There 
was a distorted voice underneath its growls, and Iroh hesitated to listen. 


Others scraped across the ground, as if inspecting how far they could push reaching into the 
light. 


He could hear the moans and grumbles of the Dark Spirits; sometimes they sounded like 
pained and mourning voices of people. The Dark Spirits lingered for a bit longer, before 
finally deciding to give up. 


Eshika and Zuko had their usual dining conversations. After a bit, his nephew turned in. 
Mairi focused on making more tea. 
“Would you like another cup as well, Mushi?” she asked. 


“Please,” Iroh said with a nod. “Tea prepared by a lovely woman such as yourself tastes far 
sweeter than if this old man does it.” 


“You flatter me, Mushi.” 
While they waited for the water to boil, Ten-Yu lit his pipe. 


“Did you know, Mushi... Khoc Ra Mau has significant history behind it.” Ten-Yu took in a 
breath, and exhaled, the smoke rising and disappearing into the night sky. “It used to be a 
rich, green valley. I’ve been told that it was beautiful. It used to be an area safe to travel — 
people used it all the time to reach other towns. But not anymore. Nearly thirty miles of 
forest simply gone. Shame, really.” 


He tapped his pipe. 


“The valley was one of the first real battles against Sozin’s troops when he decided to just 
start burning everything. It’s said that the Earth Kingdom troops basically used the place as 
trap, again and again, trapping and crushing the Earth Scorching hordes that came through. 


“They didn’t bother to burn the bodies, because why should they offer such rites to the 
enemy? They left them to be a lesson. But then dark creatures attracted to the death and 
suffering converged upon the valley and the land became Wild. Thankfully, those creatures 
only come out at night. People started calling it Khoc Ra Mau.” 


Ten-Yu lit a small flame in his palm, his expression was thoughtful as he studied the flame. 
“How tragic it is I suppose that people who once cherished the light now abhor it?” 


“...It is tragic indeed,” Iroh agreed as Mairi placed a teacup in front of him. There was a 
sense of unease as Ten-Yu was speaking. 


Iroh reached for the cup when Eshika shifted and suddenly the earth spiraled around his arms 
nearly up to his shoulders and forced him to bend forward into an uncomfortable position. 
His arms were twisted inwards in such a way, any further twisting would result in broken 
arms. 


That was such a smooth stance on Eshika’s part, and she had hardly even moved, it was very 
much like — 


He felt someone press themselves against him from behind. Something sharp was pressed 
against his neck, and something metal glinted in the corner of his vision. 


“You breathe so much as a spark; even a puff of steam, I’1l slit your throat.” Pedang hissed in 
his ear. 


Iroh fought to remain calm and tried not to think about what these people might do. If they 
killed him, what would happen to Zuko? What about everything else? 


“What is going on?” he asked, trying to think of an argument that would spare him and Zuko 
from whatever vengeance these people clearly had. 


Ten-Yu sat back and glared. He may have been sitting casually, but it was obvious from how 
he held himself that the man was ready to fight back if he had to. 


Toru stood to the side and had his kanabo at the ready. 
Both Mairi and Eshika looked ready to attack and defend if they had to. 


“T thought you looked familiar. Your propaganda poster reached Shiisan during your oh-so- 
glorious campaign.” Ten-Yu replied conversationally. 


Iroh knew that he had a shocked expression, wondering how Ten-Yu had figured it out. 
Seeming to read his mind, Ten-Yu pulled out a tube and then a poster. He placed it on the 
ground between them. 


It was only slightly faded from age. 


The illustration looked proud as it coldly gazed up at him. The artist had truly captured what 
Iroh had believed himself to be at that time; indestructible and infallible. Like he was 


anything beyond Human. 


“I’m curious as to what the Dragon of the West is doing all the way out here in the middle of 
the Earth Kingdom with some deaf kid, General Iroh.” 


Ten-Yu spat his old title like a poisonous curse. 


“More than once, I have seen Nobles fleeing the Fire Nation wearing kids like that as a 
disguise.” Ten-Yu looked disgusted. “Only to dump them off somewhere once they were 
done. Considering all what you Earth Scorchers like to do to kids like Zuko; it makes me 
wonder what they did back in the old country that was so bad they graced us with their 
presence in the Earth Kingdom.” 


Ten-Yu huffed, releasing smoke from his nostrils, but not because of his pipe. 


“One thing at a time, I suppose — General Iroh.” Ten- Yu smirked. “I heard your son died. 
Rather violently. Burned alive or something. Quite ironic and well-deserved, I’d say.” 


Iroh breathed evenly, trying not to react. He did not think of a corpse burnt-black beyond 
recognition, and the smell of blasting jelly — 


“Ten-Yu...” Mairi spoke up. 


“Fine.” Ten-Yu appeared almost disappointed. It was clear that he was hoping for a reaction 
to justify having to kill Iroh in self-defense. “Considering the actions of the damned Earth 
Scorchers following you, you could have forcibly had any selection of women and replaced 
him easily enough. Or what, did you not want to risk a bunch of half-breed Earth bastards 
having a claim to that glorious throne?” 


“Ten-Yu!” Mairi was firm. “You will not instigate a reaction just so Pedang and Toru have a 
reason to kill him!” 


Ten-Yu scoffed as he glared in anger. 


“Your soldiers mutilated children and raped women — so did you participate or simply 
observe because such actions were beneath you?” 


“Ten-Yu.”’ Mairi’s tone was much firmer. ““That’s not what this is about.” 


When Iroh had been traveling, he saw the longstanding destruction of afterwards. He saw the 
suffering the actions of the Fire Nation had wrought. He saw the results of the Fire Nation’s 
greatness, and it was found wanting. 


It wasn’t supposed to be like how it truly was. His people had been manipulated and lied to 
and were also suffering at the hands of their own Nation. 


Iroh’s main concern had been Earth Kingdom and Fire Nation soldiers; he hadn’t considered 
being recognized by people who were a result of Sozin’s War. 


“T know what I have done,” Iroh kept his voice even. “What I allowed my soldiers to get 
away with — We — / believed we were in the right. But when my son died, I realized too late 
that it was wrong-” 


“So, it wasn’t until you were personally affected by the war that bastard Sozin started that 
you realized it was wrong?” Ten-Yu let out a harsh laugh. 


“He’s mocking us.” Toru muttered. “The great General thinks us idiots.” 


“The Earth Scorchers think that of us all, anyway.” Ten-Yu motioned with a nod. “They had a 
hand in creating the half-breeds. “Improving the bloodlines” or some propaganda bullshit like 
that to justify violating the Earth folk. Calling the Earth Folk uncivilized. Even then, they 
look down on their creations because we still aren’t good enough.” 


He very pointedly looked at Iroh. 
“Unlike your soldiers, my father actually asked my mother for permission.” 


“Some of your soldiers came to Shisan, during your campaign. They thought to educate us of 
the Fire Nation’s glory, and so we welcomed them in.” Toru said, his hand tightly gripped the 
handle of his kanabd. He smirked, as he brought his weapon down in his palm “They enjoyed 
our welcome so much, they never wanted to leave. In fact, you wouldn’t even have to come 
all the way to Shiisan to meet ‘em.” 


Iroh understood immediately what that implied. In the midst of his 600-day siege, there had 
been a unit of soldiers he’d summoned that had never arrived, and no-one knew what had 
happened to them. 


“No worries, we’ll tell the kid you got lost in the desert,” Pedang said. “It’s been known to 
happen, one way or another.” 


“The Spirits have beckoned many, and not all have resisted their call.” Mairi said. 


Iroh forced himself to stay calm, thinking about what would happen to Zuko if he wasn’t 
there — if he wasn’t there and Zuko was told that news... He thought of Dwaeji, telling him 
that he would still conquer Ba Sing Se one day. Perhaps he would still have many years left — 
or perhaps Dwaeji had seen a future that could easily shift like grains of sand. 


He could see and hear their anger — he thought of Zuko, bearing the sins of his great- 
grandfather and Chantico’s anger. 


“.. Yow’re right,” Iroh said quietly. “I conquered towns, but never participated in the... 
aftermath. It is with great regret I admit that there are far too many things in my life where I 
only acted because I was personally affected. It shouldn’t have ever come to that point.” 


This was obviously not the answer the merchants had been expecting. 


“T stood back and watched, because I truly believed we were justified in our actions.” Iroh 
sadly shook his head. “The Fire Nation has been lied to. They’ ve been led to believe that the 


war is justified, and my people suffer for it. It’s...dangerous to think outside of what the Fire 
Lord wants.” 


Ten-Yu looked annoyed, but also understanding. He seemed to slowly deflate, as if the fight 
was leaving him. 


Several tense minutes passed, as if the merchants now weren’t sure what they should do. 
They clearly had been expecting Iroh the War General; and not the man sitting before them. 


“Ts that kid actually your nephew, or are you using him for something else?” Toru finally 
asked. 


“Zuko really is my nephew...after he became...” Iroh didn’t want to use the term ‘flawed’ 
because of how it sounded; seeming to describe Zuko in one word when he was far more than 
that. “...deaf. After he got sick like he did, he was removed from the line of succession.” 


“Did you really take that kid in out of the goodness of your heart or are you using him for 
something?” Ten-Yu asked harshly. 


“I’m not using him...” 


“What is that handprint on his face?” Pedang suddenly spoke up, sounding eerily calm. “I’ve 
never felt something so twisted as that...” 


“Handprint?” Toru questioned. “What handprint?” 

“He has a handprint on the left side of his face —‘ Mairi started, but was cut off by Pedang. 
“He’s not Cursed, is he? Or willfully Cursed, I’ve only ever heard stories-!” 

“Pedang, calm down-“ Mairi said. 


Ten-Yu looked at Iroh in horror. “Did you Curse him?! What exactly are you trying to bring 
to Shtisan?!” 


Panic rose through Iroh. If they thought Zuko was Cursed, child or not, they would most 
certainly kill him. He almost jolted in his growing desperation. Thankfully, it seemed that he 
didn’t need to speak up. 


“HEY!” Eshika yelled. “All of you calm down now, or I swear to the Brothers I will bury you 
neck-deep until you can think straight!” 


“Seriously, you three!” Mairi scolded. “He’s not Cursed! You’ve heard enough of the stories 
to know the difference! And it would be obvious. ”’ 


“But that energy — “ 


“Listen to me.” Mairi said. “Someone who is Cursed is deformed in some way — or there are 
signs of it. Have you noticed anything about Zuko that would indicate he’s deformed?!” 


“...No, I suppose not...” 
“Then what is he?! What is that handprint everyone’s talking about?” Toru asked. 


Iroh wasn’t sure how much he should say, or what he could or should reveal. If these people 
hated Sozin’s line and the Fire Nation to this extent, then — would they truly doom a child and 
Nation? He wasn’t willing to take that risk. 


“Zuko had an encounter with an angry Spirit that resulted in it being far safer for him to not 
be in the Fire Nation — it-it could kill him if I wasn’t careful.” 


“So...he’s Spirit-touched?” Eshika asked. “That’s different than anything I’ve ever seen 
before...” 


“It was a very angry Spirit...” Iroh looked up at her with just his eyes as he added, “I think 
King Bumi would be quite amused that you’ve managed to trap the Dragon of the West like 
you have. He’d most certainly make a terrible joke about it.” 


Both Eshika and Mairi’s jaws dropped. It was the distraction that he hoped it would be. 


“You-you know Master Bumi?” Eshika asked. “And-and he showed you this earthbending 
and you actually walked away with that knowledge?” 


“‘We shared several jokes over tea and rock candy. He insisted that Flopsy also be present and 
sit at the head of the table.” 


Mairi turned her attention to the others. “If that’s the case...I think we should let him go. If 
Master Bumi --” 


“Are you serious?!” Ten-Yu demanded. “This is the Dragon of the West! Bumi’s marbles 
have been cracked into dust for decades now! And you want to let him go just because he 
knows about some special earthbending?!” 


“Not just any earthbending, and not just any Earthbender is allowed to learn.” Mairi clearly 
tried to explain. “There are those who aren’t worthy. It is sacred. Master Bumi--” 


There was the sound of movement, then — 

“Shit, the kid.” Toru said. 

Iroh was released and Pedang quickly moved away. 

He subtly massaged his sore arms as feeling slowly flowed back into them. 
Zuko came over and sat down next to Iroh with a yawn. 

“What’s wrong?” Iroh asked, signing. 


‘Weird dream.’ Zuko tiredly explained, lazily signing with one hand as he scratched an 
equally tired ferret-fox. 


“What sort of dream?” Iroh asked with concern, because if it was something involving 
Spirits, then... 


He interpreted for the sake of the merchants. 


Zuko described a rather morbid dream of two men pretending to be Healers who came into a 
sick boy’s house. The boy was smiling and friendly and was happy to see them. He seemed 
excited to be cured of his illness. The men covered the boy’s eyes with a cloth, as it had 
something to do with the healing process. They then brought in a giant lizard that ate the 
boy’s body, only leaving his head and shoulders. The men removed the cloth, and what was 
left of the boy began writhing and screaming and the men left him there — and that was when 
Zuko woke up. 


Iroh and the merchants all stared. 


“Yes...that is a very strange dream.” Iroh agreed. And most certainly not something 
influenced by the Spirits, of that he was certain. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have so much rock 
candy before bed. Do you want any tea?” 


Zuko shook his head. ‘Just didn’t want to go back to sleep right away.’ 
Though, it was only a few minutes later that Zuko was asleep again as he leaned against Iroh. 
He smiled down at his sleeping nephew’s face. 


“After I had lost my campaign, I returned back to the Fire Nation in shame — and the Fire 
Lord requested to see me.” He gazed back at the merchants. “Prince Lu Ten was dead, Zuko 
wasn’t eligible for the throne, and I no longer had an heir. But Ozai did with Princess Azula. 
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Iroh shook his head. He was not willing to share such a personal aspect of Zuko’s story. 
“Something had happened — and Ozai simply decided that Zuko was no longer going to have 
anything to do with the Royal Family. 


“They were going to give Zuko away if I didn’t take him. I had just lost my son, and I 
couldn’t understand how my brother could give up his own so easily.” 


The merchants all shared a glance that slowly drifted over to Ten- Yu. He scowled petulantly 
at everyone before they turned their attention back to Iroh. 


“This war has hurt so many people directly and inadvertently.” Iroh said. “That’s why I 
intend to find a way to stop it.” 


And now, the collective expression was even more shock. 
Ten-Yu took in a calming breath. 
He looked angry and confused. 


“How do you intend to do that? There is absolutely no reason to trust you, of all people!” he 
spat coldly. “You’re descended from that Sozin bastard.” 


“As is my nephew.” 


Ten- Yu leaned back and glared. Iroh thought that the man would have turned him into ash if 
Ten-Yu had the ability. 


“There are people even within the Fire Nation working to find ways to stop the war, but it 
must be done carefully.” Iroh smiled amicably and reached into his pocket to pull out a White 
Lotus tile. “I’m sure people with as many connections such as yours reaches far and wide. 
You could always stop at a tavern for a round or two of Pai-Sho. It’s more than just a game.” 


Toru stared at the tile for a few minutes, then turned to Eshika and Mairi. 
“Bumi has designs very similar to this one carved into the walls of his palace...doesn’t he?” 
“It does very look similar...” Mairi said. 


“When I made my bracelets, Master Bumi told me to make sure to add a white lotus 
design...” Eshika said quietly. “...For extra points?” 


“So...you and Bumi are in some sort of flower cult dedicated to stopping Sozin’s War?” Ten- 
Yu asked suspiciously. 


Iroh could help but chuckle. “Something like that. But I assure you, it’s not a cult.” 


After a few minutes, Ten-Yu picked up the tile. He spoke very reluctantly. “Like I said, 
there’s no reason to trust you. But if you really are trying to stop Sozin’s War, and you’ve 
witnessed Bumi with that sacred earthbending...” Ten-Yu glared at the ground. “You also 
have that kid. But I’m telling you this now: you tell people in Shtisan who you really are. I'll 
only vouch so much for you — but if you do anything and I mean anything that threatens our 
town, if you are lying — I’1l personally feed you to the boar-dillos.” 


“Understood. Thank you.” 
Toru and Pedang clearly did not like the decision. 
“Are you sure, Ten-Yu?” Pedang asked, his gaze shifted to Iroh. 


“No. I don’t trust him, but he’s not lying.” Ten-Yu sent Iroh a very meaningful look — that 
clearly meant “you better not be lying.” 


Everyone finally went to bed that night, and Iroh thanked Agni that he seemed to have 
escaped by the skin of his teeth. 


There was a quiet tension in the air. 


‘Did something happen?’ Zuko asked. 
‘Nothing to be concerned about,’ Iroh assured. ‘But they do know who we are.’ 
Eshika still invited Zuko to ride with her, and their written conversations continued. 


Mairi at least, was still willing to talk to Iroh. Now that he could be more open with her, he 
was glad to do so. 


She was good at pretend-smiling, Iroh noticed. Once ‘Mushi’ was gone, and Iroh was in his 
place; Mairi’s smile was far warmer. 


She looked over at Ten-Yu, Pedang, and Toru, who were busy looking over reports. 


“T know that they can be...a little much.” She chuckled and shook her head correcting 
herself. “Intense. Especially Ten-Yu. He’s certainly contributed to more than a few of my 
gray hairs over the years. 


“I’m sorry for last night — it’s just...” Mairi looked back to Iroh. “There are stories that aren’t 
mine to tell. This is a lot to ask, I know. I’m not asking for forgiveness, but please don’t hold 
their words and actions against them.” 


“Their anger and mistrust are understandable.” Iroh replied. 
“Even if actions seem justified that doesn’t always make them right.” 
“Thank you — for speaking up.” 


Mairi nodded. “Of course. Fear can make people do things they normally wouldn’t — 
someone /as to be the voice of reason.” 


“Thank you, for still being willing to talk with my nephew.” Iroh told Eshika. 
She shrugged. “Who his parents are shouldn’t be held against him. He’s a nice kid.” 
“I’m not sure if everyone else is of the same opinion.” Iroh replied quietly. 


“..I’m able to look at things objectively.” Eshika said. “Hating a dead man doesn’t do much 
good, does it? People can’t help who they were born to — they don’t deserve the hate their 
ancestor earned.” 


He thought Eshika was wise beyond her years, and Iroh didn’t know how to fully express his 
gratefulness to the young woman for her kindness. 


As they traveled, things became a sort of reluctant companionship between him and the other 
three men. 
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Ten-Yu had grown up with a privileged life; grandparents and two parents, a few siblings and 
close friends. He rarely ever wanted for anything. He was aware of the War, but Shtisan had 
rarely ever been affected by it. The Earth Scorchers held no interest in it and had been stupid 
enough to visit once in his lifetime. 


Dad (and especially Ba) had both warned against having any involvement with Earth 
Scorchers. 


Ba had plenty of opinions about his home country and cursed it from the Brothers to Agni, 
Tui and La, and back; to anyone who would listen. His dislike of the Earth Scorchers was 
well-known. Ba and so many others also called the soldiers Sozin’s torch blowers — they’d all 
eagerly line up; backstabbing anyone if it meant they could just to have a taste of any scraps 
Sozin and the following Fire Lords had deemed to give them. 


Anyone from the Fire Nation or with any connections to it, were not to be trusted or have 
any kind of dealings with. Only certain people from the Earth Kingdom would be allowed 
into Shiisan’s business depending on what theirs was. 


Ten-Yu was descended from both Nations but belonged to Earth in spite of his Fire. 


He wanted to travel instead of simply never leaving Shusan, so he decided to just venture out 
on his own for a few years before settling back home. 


As Ten-Yu ventured out into the world and made connections with people, he began to realize 
that there was extra coin to be made from escorting people. 


Earth folks tended to tighten their purse strings and negotiate. They often flaunted their 
wealth and liked to think themselves generous people for being willing to spare a few extra 
coins to those they considered less fortunate. 


Ba Sing Se folks were the worst, in his opinion. They could be described as looking so far 
down their noses at people they’d drown in a rainstorm if it weren’t for the servant holding 
the umbrella. 


Earth Scorchers on the other hand, looked down on people like Ten-Yu. He may have had a 
fairly versatile name, writing it as ‘Jen- Yu’ or “Tenyu’ and could pass just enough with some 
people — others — they probably tell by his accent and even coloring that he “wasn’t the right 
kind of Fire.” 


They flaunted their wealth, lording it over the half-dregs; oh, how generous of them to share 
with those so less fortunate. 


Ten-Yu found that they could be charged for a bit more, not like they’d know the difference. 
He’d smirk and talk about all the dangers in the Earth Kingdom and could easily justify the 

exorbitant prices. He could easily tack on those extra fees using excuses like it was because 

of the dangerous wildlife and some of the areas they had to traverse could be dangerous. 


Of course, those Earth Scorching soldier bastards liked to charge people for just walking on 
the roads — forced people to pay for the right to exist. 


Those fees he told the clients they’d have to pay — he was not losing out on any money. 


Money was money, no matter where it came from. At this point, a// money could be 
considered blood money. But if it went towards something good, that canceled out all the 
evils some believed were connected to it. 


Sure, a starving man had no use for coin unless he could spend it. But having money offered 
a sense of security. He justified that he could use it to give back to his parents and Shiisan; 
make sure everyone was taken care of. Since there was no sense in hoarding money. 


He escorted numerous Earth Scorchers especially. They should pay reparations for the blood, 
sweat, and tears that had been spilled for their gains, after all. 


There were sometimes people who offered up some kind of sob story he didn’t ask for. He 
drowned these out, not really caring. If they had kids he didn’t take that much of an 
advantage. He’d heard plenty from other people — the ways the Fire Nation took advantage of 
everyone it seemed. 


Ten-Yu also helped a few Earth folks, simply escorting them from one point to another. 


He didn’t much pay attention to them; if they offered coin, he’d take them wherever they 
wanted without question. He didn’t bother learning their names; they weren’t friends. They 
would never cross paths again. This was simply a business transaction, and he could go on 
with his life. 


But that all changed one day. 


He was escorting a man and his daughter. It was just from one city to another; a trip that only 
last a few days. 


She was quiet and subdued. The man always stuck a little too close. 


His thoughts went to dark and disturbing assumptions — but — he ignored that feeling, shoving 
those dark thoughts aside. This was business, and what those two did didn’t involve him. 
Perhaps this was just how they expressed affection, and he was the dirty-minded one letting 
his thoughts go to such places. 


““She’s lost her mother,” the man explained sadly. He told the usual story of tragic loss. How 
he had no choice but to leave the Fire Nation for one reason or another. 


Ten-Yu just nodded, mentally rolling his eyes. Why did people even have to tell him their life 
stories when he never asked? What did he care as long as they were paying him? 


They’d stopped at a small oasis to rest. 


Ten-Yu wasn’t naked, but still — a teenage girl seeing him in his loincloth felt very 
inappropriate. 


She glanced towards something, looked nervous, and then began to undo her haori. 


“Hey, whoa!” Ten-Yu whisper-shouted, waving his hands. Like hell he would get caught 
being half-naked with another man’s too-young daughter. He quickly turned away. “Kid, this 
is not-“ 
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“You — you have to help me. Please.’ 


She sounded scared and desperate. He finally turned to her, keeping his eyes up near her hair 
less he see something he shouldn’t. Her golden-brown eyes were wide with fear. “He’s not 
my dad, my parents died when I was little. My-my aunt, she just — she didn’t te// me — didn’t 
even give me a chance! There’s no-one else — and...” 


She showed him her shoulder — a burn. No, not a burn. A brand. 
“He’s going to sell me.” 


This was — his Ba’s voice rung in the back of his mind, spitting with vitriol that he shouldn’t 
be getting mixed up with those Agni-damned Earth Scorchers. Ba had been right. He should 
have just stayed away from them, left the Earth Scorchers to their own — let them find their 
own way. He should have just stuck with the Earth folk and their stupid negotiations and too- 
tight purses. 


This wasn’t his business. He should stay out of it. 


Ten-Yu said nothing and got dressed. He could ignore the girl and continue on with his life. 
This didn’t affect him in any way whatsoever. 


But the girl was looking at him pleadingly, and he couldn’t get her look of desperation out of 
his mind. He knew she would curse him if he didn’t do anything. 


(If Ba knew that Ten-Yu had the chance to interfere and didn’t, the bitter old man would rise 
from his ashes and haunt his nightmares.) 


The man went to bathe — huh. Perhaps the oh-so-great Earth Scorcher hadn’t wanted to share 
with a half-dreg. 


Ten-Yu wondered if this was a mistake. 


But now — he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t go on living his life, Anowing that this girl — only 
being around thirteen — or maybe she was slightly older. He hadn’t been listening when the 
man told him her age. Did it really matter how old she was when she was being forced into 
such a cruel way of life? But he couldn’t live his life knowing that hers was probably going 
to be — would be... 


Ba would be furious with him — Ba had told him about — why he’d left everything behind — 
Ba told him everything in far too much detail as soon as he thought Ten-Yu was old enough 
to know of such atrocious things. 


He would not help a damned Earth Scorcher get away with something like this, not when Ba 
had — Ba’s war stories buzzed in his mind like a damned swarm of vulture-wasps. 


Decision made, Ten-Yu picked up a large rock. Easy enough to lift, use, and dispose of. 


He’d been taught to hunt by the uncles on his mother’s side. He and his siblings and their 
cousins had taken on elephant-moose and boar-dillos — some of the most aggressive animals 
in their region of the Earth Kingdom that were known to gore people if the person wasn’t 
careful. 


A human being would be nothing. 


He’d never killed anyone before — well — not like — not like this. Self-defense was one thing. 
Protecting your town and the people who lived there; killing someone who was actively 
trying to kill you was a given. 


He retrieved a rope from the wagon, ignoring the way the girl watched him. 


This was the first time he was actually planning on killing someone defenseless. Dangerous. 
The man was a Firebender — and Firebenders didn’t expect other Firebenders to use rocks. 


He looped the rope around the rock with a criss-cross shape and tied it tight. 
The man had his back turned as he bathed. 
Dying naked was probably anyone’s least favorite way to go. 


He barely even strained, building up enough momentum to do the deed. Ten-Yu swung, and 
the rope wrapped around the man’s neck, and the rock smacked against his head. His head 
jerked violently with the impact. There wasn’t much the man could do as he collapsed — 
dazed — sinking down into the water. The weight of the rock ensured he couldn’t come back 
up easily. But just in case, Ten-Yu held onto the rope, waiting for it to become slack — or 
move when the man did. 


Nothing. 
He waited, ready to attack. 


The girl stood by several feet behind him, standing stiffly as if she were a soldier at attention. 


He waited, ten, fifteen, twenty, thirty minutes. Neither of them said anything. 

The man didn’t come up. Maybe he was being paranoid. But he still waited for an hour. 
Then two. 

Ten-Yu finally tugged on the rope and pulled out a body. 


He and the girl made a makeshift pyre. He was being paranoid as he burned the rope and the 
rock, and it was just like any other. 


Neither of them said anything as the body burned. 
A man like this probably didn’t deserve prayers for a peaceful journey into his next life. 
The rope withered away, and the rock was blackened, covering what he’d done. 


He said a quick prayer over the oasis and burned tags and incense so that no Dark Spirits 
would be attracted to the place. 


“Where am I supposed to go?” the girl finally said, as the last of the embers went out. The 
ashes stirred and scattered in the wind. 


“You can come back with me.” Ten-Yu stated. “You'll blend right in just fine.” 
With no other options, the girl didn’t offer up any arguments. 

There was likely to be someone who’d take her in. 

There were others, the girl had told him. 


In the back of his mind, he wondered how many he had guided them to their doom. 


Ten-Yu dealt with guilt, because he couldn’t help but think of how many kids he’d 
unwittingly — and willfully — how many had been genuine? 


His nightmares consisted of deformed faces of children, wailing in pain and pointing 
accusatory fingers. They clawed at him, dragging him down into inky darkness. 


How many had lied, and he’d just looked the other way because he was being paid? Did any 
of them ask for help from the one person who could have done something but was so focused 
on getting one over on the Earth Scorchers he hadn’t even cared to pay attention? 


“You can’t think like that, Ten-Yu,” Dad told him. “The guilt will eat you alive.” 
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“Ba would be so ashamed.” Ten- Yu whispered to Dad, “I’m just like them.’ 


Dad sighed heavily, pouring sake into Ten-Yu’s cup. Alcohol was probably the last thing Ten- 
Yu needed to be drinking. 


“Your Ba would be proud of the actions you took to protect that girl. Start from there.” 


The second time was just a few months later. 
A man hired Ten-Yu to escort him and his son to some Each Scorcher colony. 


The boy was too thin; making his eyes look too big for his face. His clothes hung far too 
loosely on his too-thin frame. The boy glared up at Ten-Yu with far too much defiance and 
mistrust for one so young. 


The man recognized Ten-Yu and seemed pleased with that fact. 


“T’m sure we can expect our...usual indiscretion.” the man said, dropping a small bag of gold 
into Ten-Yu’s hand. From the weight of it, he’d included a tip. 


“Sure.” Ten-Yu replied, as a sickening feeling clawed in his gut with such ferocity that he 
almost threw up right then and there. 


His worst fears and guilt had all but been confirmed. This man was a repeat customer, and 
Ten-Yu had never cared enough to notice. 


That man didn’t even last beyond the first night. 
When the boy woke up the next morning, there was only Ten- Yu waiting for him. 


“Where...where is he?” the boy finally asked with a voice that was hoarse likely from little to 
no use. Those were the first words the kid had said since they met. 


Early on in any Earth-born child’s life their parents and neighbors annoyingly and 
consistently reminded their children that the desert was dangerous. Ten-Yu and his friends 
were barely even double digits by the time they could list all the dangers by memory. 


People got lost out in the desert; sometimes stranded with no supplies. They couldn’t 
navigate and foolishly left the set paths. 


Sandbenders and thieves were the thorns in many people’s sides, so their territories were best 
avoided unless a person absolutely had a reason to go. There were plenty of animals that were 
dangerous because they were massively territorial and aggressive; sometimes they were 


poisonous. Many were carnivorous. Being able to tell when there were boar-dillos or spined- 
bear-wolves living in the area was an absolute must. 


There was exploring caves without an Earthbender. 
The list went on and on. 


“Dumbass went and got himself lost in the desert.” Ten-Yu replied as he stoked the cookfire 
that was far too large for simply preparing breakfast with just a breath, and the kid gaped at 
him wide-eyed. “It’s dangerous out here, you know.” 


It was unclear if the kid was reacting to his being Firebender or if it was the way Ten-Yu 
casually spoke of the extensive list of dangers that inhabited the Earth Kingdom. 


If the kid asked any questions, Ten-Yu was prepared to answer. 

“Okay,” the boy said, and nothing else. 

They were packing up when the kid finally asked, “Where will I go, now?” 
“Will your parents miss you?” 


The kid shook his head. From his expression — the kid looked angry and hurt — the parents 
could have likely been the ones responsible for putting him here. 


“Then you'll come with me. To Shusan. As far as anyone’s concerned, you got lost in the 
desert, too.” 


Ten-Yu knew that there was someone who could take him in. Give him a better life than 
whatever that bastard had planned. 


Ten-Yu promised himself from then on: never again. He’d never let anyone take such 
advantage again. He’d pay attention to each one and ask questions. 


He had to make up for those he’d missed — those that he willfully didn’t help because he 
hadn’t cared to notice. 


Ten-Yu then put together a small group — people who each could play a part. 


There was always someone in their group who could talk to the people who came through, 
hiring merchants to escort them wherever. 


It became evident to him, listening to people; watching them closely. 


There was an obvious difference between people who were genuine; and those who saw Ten- 
Yu and his group like nothing more than simple half-dregs. 


There was a quiet desperation in those who were genuine. The way they spoke to their 
children, and how they interacted with them. Some certainly carried themselves with pride; 
but it was in such a way that it was clear the person hadn’t wanted to ask. But knew they 
didn’t have much of a choice. 


They received a little extra care and money — sometimes an invitation to Shtisan if they were 
desperate and had nowhere else to go. 


As for the others; ask the right questions, lead the conversations just so, and it all would 
come spilling out; like poking a squirrel-hornet’s hive with a stick. 


Those who were fake — there was the way children acted; looking fearful and wide-eyed, 
watching everything. Closing themselves off. Glaring with anger and suspicion. 


There was a vile smugness in those who were fake. As if pleased they were getting away with 
duping some half-breeds who were too stupid to know the difference. 


Listen just right, and their sob story sounded like a script. Ask the right questions and catch 
them in the tiniest of inconsistencies. 


There were even Earth folk who took advantage, and liked to pretend they were above the 
Earth Scorchers. 


There was an obvious difference between people who were leaving the Fire Nation because 
they had no other choice; and those who were hiding from it. 


He watched how people interacted with each other. 
People who were genuine had an exhaustion about them, and clearly loved their kids. 
He observed how kids reacted to their parents and with strangers. 


Those who had something to hide didn’t have that same exhaustion as if the weight of the 
world and all the annoying problems were crashing down on them. They were too put 
together; trying too hard to play a role, and disgustingly smug. 


People who were genuine clearly loved their kids. 


Those who were fake were so obvious once a person sat back and actually listened to them. 
They had pretty good sob stories. Sure, folks often had similar tales of having to leave for 
one reason or another. But those fakers’ stories sounded rehearsed. 


If suspicion is to be had, there was a process to follow. Make conversation. Ask the right 
questions. Have someone talk to the family members. Listen carefully and observe how they 
interact. 


Sooner or later, the lies would present themselves. 


Everything Ten-Yu had put into practice over the years was decidedly thrown off when he 
met Mushi and Zuko. 


There was just something he couldn’t put his finger on. Things were contradictory. 


So...the kid could read and write. He’d clearly had training to firebend and carried dao. He 
was well-fed. He had a pet. He obviously was close to his uncle. 


Mushi didn’t seem the desperate type, but there was still an odd sense of urgency. But not 
like what Ten-Yu was used to seeing. 


What was throwing him off was that Mushi looked so damn familiar, except Ten- Yu had 
never met him before. Mushi was far too unique to be forgotten. 


He listened as Mushi spoke. 
A Caldera accent. 
Ten-Yu knew a few people who were from Caldera. 


There was a difference between Upper-Caldera accents and those from the surrounding 
districts. Ten-Yu had heard enough to know that Mushi was from the upper crusts — yet was 
acting like a humble, old tea-maker caring for his deaf nephew. 


Pretenders had an air of arrogance, like they believed they wouldn’t get caught. 
So...was he trafficking the kid? 


Except...the kid could read and write and could communicate. He had everything like a 
normal kid, it seemed. The burns on his wrists were probably not caused by Mushi, given 
how Zuko interacted with him. 


He didn’t shy away from touch, didn’t look mistrustful or scared...he was freely disrespectful 
at times and didn’t fear reprimand. Sure, Mushi admonished the kid, but it wasn’t like he was 
a terrifying figure. It was just...normal. 


It frustrated him to no end that he just couldn’t seem to get a proper read on Mushi. If the old 
man was too much of one thing, it was being genial. 


So...if not trafficking, then... Maybe it was Mushi who had something to hide. Maybe he 
was hiding and was using the kid as a disguise. It’d been known to happen from both Earth 
Scorchers and a few Earth folk who wanted to hide their true identities. Get themselves a 
random kid to have a pretend family with and then dump them somewhere once their 
usefulness is done. 


Except people who used kids to hide didn’t act all... familial. 


He’d find out the truth, no matter what. 


Ten-Yu had a pile of wanted posters he’d gotten from the various Colonies he’d visited. 


In the privacy of his rock tent, he flipped through the posters to a near-obsessive level. 


They were leading the Dragon of the West right into their home. 
Baem it seemed, was taken in far too easily. 


Ten-Yu would not make that same mistake. 


After confronting the Dragon of the West, fully prepared to kill him — he did not expect Iroh 
to agree. 


Ten-Yu observed, incredulous. 


The boy was obviously close to his uncle — begrudgingly, Ten-Yu had to admit that killing 
Iroh would have been a mistake. 


He would never admit that out loud, though. 
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They arrived nearly two weeks later. 


Shisan was interesting. 


It had a wall surrounding it. It wasn’t anywhere near the same level as Ba Sing Se, but it had 
guards posted along top of it. The guards silently stared; watching their group cautiously. 


Iroh instinctively felt himself go on high alert. 


The townsfolk stopped what they were doing and stared — in obvious suspicion. Or others 
pretended to keep working, but Iroh could feel their eyes on him. He felt like a moose-gazelle 
walking through a pack of wolf-lions. 


At first, Iroh couldn’t figure out why he was having a sort of surreal sense of déja vu. The 
more he looked at the buildings the more they seemed off... Like, not exactly the typical 
Earth Kingdom style. But seeing a particular carving in the etching of a roof; it all suddenly 
struck him. It looked Fire Nation. But that was purely aesthetic. It was Fire Nation in design, 
but all in Earth Kingdom colors. There were no red banners, and no-one was wearing red. 


But as Iroh walked along, he could see people with gold eyes, wearing Earth Kingdom tones. 
And the clothing...they /ooked Fire Nation just almost, but again, in Earth Kingdom colors. 
There were people who were clearly of the Earth Kingdom, yet their clothing had that Fire 
Nation design. 


Iroh kept a gentle but tight grip on Zuko, mostly for his own assurance. 


Baem’s cousin Zhé-Seé was a pepper-gray-haired woman. Her clothing was — Fire Nation 
inspired, but decidedly in Earth tones. 


She smiled and greeted them. 
He could see Ten-Yu roll his eyes and heard him mutter something about “eccentric women.” 


The people around them still stared, but it wasn’t with the same intensity. Even so. Iroh felt 
the tension leak out of the air. They no longer viewed him as a threat. That made him wonder 
what they would do if he was. 


Zhé-Sé invited them in, though Zuko wanted to stay outside. 


Unfortunately, Ten-Yu was not allowed in, as he was still a new recruit — much to his obvious 
annoyance. Iroh could only promise him that they’d talk later. Ten-Yu still didn’t trust Iroh, 
that much was obvious. Unless Ten- Yu was told of certain details now, he could potentially 
become a problematic thorn in the future. 


It was best to make allies out of people like him. 


Zhé-Sé poured them both some tea while explaining that her husband was at work. 
Iroh thanked her with a silent nod. 


The tea was refreshing, and after traveling for so long, and dealing with the merchants, Iroh 
felt that he deserved to relax. He didn’t mind sitting back and letting someone else make the 
tea. 


At least here, he had the opportunity to be a bit more open with Zhé-Sé in what he needed to 
do. 


Their meeting began — first with a game of Pai-Sho. Iroh was able to send a silent message 
easily enough through the placement of tiles, accompanied by a few of their organization’s 
key phrases. 


“My father certainly has no intention of stopping, and my brother is an ambitious man. I’ve 
sent him letters advising him to stop the war when he takes the throne, but...” he shook his 
head. 


But from what Ursa had written, there had been no indication of Ozai even really considering 
the letters beyond reading a few lines before deciding to burn them. 


“T don’t think Ozai intends to stop.” 
“What about the princess?” 


“Lady Ursa speaks very highly of her. But Azula also has her father’s favor. That is never a 
good thing.” 


Zhé-Sé looked grim. “So...what now?” 


He’d like to try and convince people in the Fire Nation to not follow the Fire Lord’s war. But 
to convince people who are deeply indoctrinated was slow going. It was a matter of finding 
the right people and telling them that they didn’t have to follow such ideology; that there was 
a better way to live. It was also making sure that those people wouldn’t turn around and 
report whoever was speaking treasonous things against the Fire Lord’s ambitions. 


There were those in the outer islands and smaller villages, who were dealing with most of the 
fallout. Those in the lower class on whose backs and hard labor the nobility and those 
involved in the war effort had profited. It was more than likely they might decide to turn 
against the Dragon Throne if given enough incentive. 


For people like Piandao and Fat, Jeong-Jeong and his followers, among a few others — it was 
far too dangerous for them. Being sent to the Boiling Rock for speaking against the Dragon 
Throne would be the least of their worries. 


“Our friends in the Fire Nation few as they are, are working hard to show people the truth 
beyond what they’ve been told. But they have to tread very carefully.” Iroh took a sip of tea. 
“My hands are tied, and...my nephew isn’t eligible for the Throne. So...in the worst-case 
scenario, we instigate a civil war.” 


Zhé-Sé looked at him in horror before whispering, “By the Brothers, I pray we don’t become 
that desperate.” 


Iroh agreed. 


“And the best-case scenario, we find the Avatar, who can put an end to either Azulon or 
Ozai’s reign. Ursa would be able to step in as regent until... Azula comes of age.” 


Even that was risky, because he had no idea where Azula even stood. Iroh loved Ursa as if 
she were a dear sister, but her judgement could be blinded by the love of her children — and 
the loss of Zuko. 


Iroh himself was blinded by his ambitions. It took drastic loss for him to truly open his eyes. 


Azula very well might resent the people who dethroned her grandfather or father. She might 
even be worse. Throughout his interactions with her, limited as they were; Iroh had seen 
aspects of Azula’s personality — she was Ozai’s daughter, through-and-through. 


In Ursa’s letters to him, she told Iroh of the strict routine Ozai put Azula through. Azula 
strived for that perfection — pushing herself to unachievable limits. 


Azula was like the Weather Tile in Pai-Sho: it was unpredictable in how it would respond to 
corresponding tiles, so it was a rarely used strategy due to its extreme difficulty to implement 


properly. 
But that was a bridge they could only cross upon reaching it. 
Zhé-Sé made a face. “You’re looking for the Avatar?” 


“Well, yes,” he replied, as if it should have been more than obvious. “The Avatar is the 
world’s hope.” 


Why wouldn’t he search for the World’s only hope? Even if he hadn’t been pushed to this 
level of desperation, only the Avatar could truly put an end to the war. And if either Ursa or 
Azula were unable to rule — the Avatar could oversee the election process of choosing a new 
line of Fire Lord. 


Looking particularly serious, Zhé-Sé asked slowly, “Grand Master...will you be informing 
people here of your decision to search for the Avatar?” 


“That was my intention, yes.” Iroh said, still not understanding why this seemed like such an 
oddity. “If people know who I am, then they should know that I truly have good intentions.” 


“There’s something important I must tell you. You need to wait for things to settle with your 
arrival. Yes, tell people you intend to find a way to stop the war - but do not say that the 


Avatar is the world’s hope.” 


That got Iroh to do a double take. Throughout his travels, he’d heard people more than once 
say that they were praying for the Avatar to return. The Avatar was considered an enemy of 
the Fire Nation for obvious reasons, but... why here? 


He must have been making an expression, because Zhé-Sé quickly waved a hand, 


“Just...” Zhé-Se started, but stopped as she looked thoughtful. She started again. “Just be 
careful how you talk about them, Grandmaster — and who you talk to. Considering who your 
family is. I mean it. Let people here get comfortable with you first. You listen, then ask 
questions. Be careful what you say, otherwise you could start unnecessary arguments, and 
people won’t be willing to have simple — rather, civil conversations with you. They’ ll view 
you — not like an enemy, not exactly. But you certainly won’t be making any friends, either.” 


She sighed, shaking her head. 

“T imagine you don’t want to alienate people.” 

What? 

Iroh looked at Zhé-Sé trying to fully process what she had just told him. 

“What exactly is going on here?” 

Zhé-Sé glanced around, and leaned forward, speaking as if the walls had eyes and ears. 


“We know about Roku and Sozin. They were friends who had a falling out or something.” 
Her expression was very serious as she added, ““My father-in-law told me that he believed 
Roku Jet Sozin plunge the world into war. The Fire Nation Avatar gave his Blessing to let his 
people die.” 


Iroh now gaped at her. 
Zhé-Sé sat back. 


“The Firebenders in Shisan are the descendants from one of the first units of soldiers who 
were sent to the Earth Kingdom. My husband is one of them. My father-in-law was one of the 
soldiers, and he shared plenty of stories — and he absolutely despised the Avatar and Sozin.” 


She looked thoughtful and sad. “They saw the horrors of war and realized what fighting in 
Sozin’s war truly entailed. So, Fire Nation soldiers died somewhere in the Earth Kingdom, 
and an Earth Kingdom town’s population increased.” 


A Fire Nation colony that wasn t a colony. 
Iroh could hardly believe it. 


“Anyway. There are several stories, many, if not all of them speculative I’d have to say. I 
suspect no-one really knows what truly transpired back then. Some even have the craziest 


conspiracy theories. Very entertaining sometimes, if not outright horrifying. But they all 
agree on one thing: Sozin was a blood-thirsty bastard, and the rest of the world are all fools 
for ever believing the Avatar was a hero.” 


Chapter End Notes 


A few things: 

Upcoming absolutely crazy Sozin and Avatar Roku conspiracy theories and more about 
Shisan in a few chapters. Aang’s not going to have a good time. But we can’t have 
character growth without Aangst. 


Zuko’s dream was loosely based on a dream I had several years ago that has stuck with 
me ever since because of how disturbingly weird and horrifying it was. And I toned 
down here. 


FINALLY: Next Chapter will begin Azula’s Arc, and I’ve been anticipating it for 
forever. 


Fun Fact(s)! 


Experienced hunters say that wild boar can be even more dangerous to hunt than a bear. 
Equipped with thick, razor-sharp tusks, and a razor-sharp mind (hogs are the 4th most 
intelligent animal in the world) a wild boar can weigh a staggering 660lbs and exhibit 
extremely aggressive and unpredictable behavior. 


Armadillos are very persistent diggers and burrowers and can dig tunnels larger than the 
usual; Just one armadillo can successfully destroy vegetation and landscaped gardens 
and may carry diseases such as leprosy. 


Also: In 2015, a man in Texas was hit in the face with a bullet from his own gun. The 
shot was initially aimed at an armadillo, before the bullet ricocheted off its hard shell 
and struck the shooter instead. 


The Straw that Breaks the Donkey-Camel’s Back (is as Heavy as 
Lead) — Part 1: The Threat 


Chapter Summary 


Ozai’s patience wears thin. The only thing standing in his way to the Dragon Throne is 
the fact that Azulon is very much alive. 


Ursa loves her children; if it were the world or her children, the choice is obvious. 


Azula does not want to be burned; she will be perfect, even if it breaks her. 


"Too many people worry about the dead and forget about the living.” — Ten-Yu 


Chapter Notes 


Here’s Azula’s Arc! I’m going to say it right now: stuff in Azula’s Arc is going to get 
particularly intense and disturbing at times. It’s going to involve abuse, victim blaming, 
Azula being stressed, intense nightmares, gaslighting, and a few other things. 

Ozai is **absolutely not** going to be winning any father/husband of the year awards. 


Will also have mentions of war violence and body horror. 


Also realized I had to fix Zuko’s age when Ozai burned him the first time since I 
managed to cram **way too much** into the year he turned ten... 

I edited chapter two **slightly**. It doesn’t change that much. So you don’t have to go 
back and read the slight edit — Zuko gets the burns on his wrists when he’s nine — he 
turns ten, and the day after his birthday finds spiced honeyed fruit on a plate and knows 
it’s from Azula. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Previously: 
She made a face at him. ‘You Dum-Dum, you talked! You werent supposed to talk!’ 


‘But she talked to me.’ 


‘Mia responded for you!’ Azula signed quickly and angrily. ‘You answered that lady's 
question at the same time as Mia! You even gave an entirely different answer than what Mia 
said. Yuna is a noblewoman, she’s going to talk! You should have just stayed quiet!’ 


T didn t know.’ Zuko replied uneasily. 


‘Maybe you should have —‘ Azula gasped and ran and hid somewhere in the room. 


He followed closely after Zuko, who stopped outside one of the market stalls. This one was 
selling various shiny trinkets. There were several pieces that glittered in the sun. 


Zuko picked up a piece, and examined it. It was a beautifully carved butterfly-wasp hairpin. 
It had small pink beads dangling from it, along small red and purple gemstones. 


Azula heard Father coming; it wasn’t hard to — his footsteps echoed, getting closer to the 
room. From the sound itself Azula could tell he was furious. She could also hear Mother’s 
footsteps hurrying to keep up. 


Their parents were arguing. 


“Ozai! Ozai, please!” From the stressed intensity of her voice, Mother was clearing begging. 
“It was a misunderstanding, I’m sure we can explain--!” 


“Explain? The boy could not follow the simplest of instructions.” Father’s voice was eerily 
calm — threatening — dangerous — it was better to hear him yell than be calm. When he was 
this calm, he was furious. 


She was — 


Azula sucked in a breath, and covered her mouth — what if her parents heard her? She wasn t 
supposed to be here — not with Zuko — not anywhere near him — if she were caught, what 
would Father do? Her face stung as she remembered the harsh slaps. 


She shouldn’t have — 


They were close — too close — 


She shouldn’t have come here. 


“That noblewoman is one of the most notorious gossips — if it gets out that my son is flawed, 
the Royal Family will be made a laughingstock! J will not be mocked--” 


“Ozai, please — listen to me, give Zuko another chance — he can do this-!” 


“This was a waste of time. Everything I’ve invested in him for the last five years has been a 
waste. If anything, it proved that he is better off as entertainment for a Noble!” 


“Ozai! Absolutely not! You will not sell off my son!” Mother’s voice was firm and far less 
desperate sounding. 


She heard them right outside the door. 
Azula managed to hide inside a wardrobe just as Father burst into the room. 
“I’m sure we can work this out, please-!” 


“Did you even hear him?!” Father demanded. “He sounds like a braying seal-donkey — even 
a ridiculous circus animal sounds more intelligent than he does!” 


“That is not true — if you had just had a little more patience and given it some more time than 
he would have at least been able to pass as normal!” 


“You’ve been coddling the boy ever since he was born; it’s no wonder he could not follow 
the simplest of instructions!” 


Zuko slowly backed up against the wall, looking wide-eyed at their parents. 
Father turned his attention to Zuko. 


“Do you even understand what you did?! You obviously can’t understand anything! You 
humiliated this family — you humiliated me!” 


“Ozai, stop!” Mother pleaded as she clung to Father, but he yanked his arm away from 
Mother and she nearly fell but managed to catch herself. He turned his attention back to 
Zuko. “You’re confusing him-!” 


“Exactly my point.” 


Father reached for Zuko — and then his hand was on fire — the stench of burned fabric and 
flesh filled Azula’s nostrils — Zuko was screaming — it was warped and entirely wrong. 
Mother was yelling, begging him to stop — 


Azula scooted back as far as she could into the wardrobe — she didn’t want to watch anymore 
— she covered her ears, trying to silence the screams. 


Father finally stopped — he said something as he left the room, slamming the door. 


2? 


“Baby — it’s okay, I’m here- 


She could hear Mother leave, stumbling. 
Azula peeked out to see that it was empty. 


She climbed out of the wardrobe, carefully straightening her clothing and hair. She didn’t 
know what she should do. Azula made her way back to the party — was there still even a 
party? 


The music played, and it all faded out as Azula put on the mask that was expected of her. 


If he caught her — what would he do? Maybe because she wasn’t flawed like Zuko was he’d 
be more lenient in his punishment. 


Even so. She did not want to get caught. 
Father was talking to Lady Yuna. 


Father looked so — unfazed. So normal. Like he hadn’t burnt Zuko just — how long ago was 
it? Obviously not that long because no-one seemed to be confused and looking for them. The 
party continued on as if nothing had happened. 


Lady Yuna looked — not exactly scared. She hid the lower half of her face from Father. From 
her position, Azula could see the stiffness in how Lady Yuna held herself. 


Father leaned towards her with a smile that was too kind. He must have been whispering to 
her. Whatever was said made Lady Yuna look up at Father with some amount of fear. Father 
was smiling, showing his teeth — too friendly, too dangerous — and he laughed ever so 
politely as if he’d just told a joke. 


Lady Yuna nodded at whatever Father said. Shaking, she bowed and quickly went to join her 
friends. Lady Yuna was one to gossip, but the flawed crown prince was most certainly never 
going to be a topic of any of her future conversations. 


Father socialized — and acted like absolutely nothing had happened. 


Azula sat straight and perfect at the table as if she were one of Uncle’s stupid dolls that he 
always gave her. 


One of the servants placed a plate in front of her — oh — they were eating now? Had they 
announced it? How could she have missed it?! 


She was not hungry. Her stomach lurched at the very thought of eating. 


The smell of steak — whatever kind it was, she didn’t know. But it was too raw, too cooked — 
the stench of cooked meat and spices filled her nostrils and Azula found herself throwing up 
into a nearby vase. 


She didn’t get in trouble as the servants fretted that she was too pale — she looked sick and 
feverish — and Father wasn’t angry. 


Why wasn’t he angry? 


Or maybe he was — would he storm into her room with his fists on fire yelling about the 
humiliation? Reaching for her — 


Azula didn’t sleep. 
She waited. 
And waited. 
Father never came. 


Neither did Mother. 


But the shadows came; they shifted, slowly encroaching. 


Patraes 


Mia was gone the next day. From what Azula could gather as she sneakily listened to the 
servants whisper amongst themselves, Mia had been fired for her complicity in nearly letting 
the Royal Family’s greatest secret slip out. 


Mia hadn’t been hurt and was simply let go, which was somehow a relief. 


Seb 


She snuck into the medical wing a few days later and saw Zuko — he was struggling against 
Hiro and the Healers as they tried to apply burn cream and bandages. The burn covered a part 
of his neck and most of his shoulder. It was an angry, mottled pinks and reds. The smell — she 
could smell it — was it her imagination? 


The burn cream smelled vile. Or maybe it was the burn itself. 
They tried telling him to hold still. 

Idiots. 

It’s not like he could hear them. 


Someone grabbed his arms to make hold him still. Zuko barely breathed any sparks as he 
fought against them — he was yelling — but he wasn’t saying anything — it was warped and 
wrong and — flawed just like him — 


He tried to bite and scratch — like a wild, panicked animal. 
(Father was right) 

Wasn’t he? 

He had to be. 

(But Zuko wasn’t like this before.) 


Father burned those who deserved it — Zuko had disobeyed, not followed instructions. He had 


Dum-Dum should have known better. He deserved it. 

More than one person had told him what to do — he should have paid attention. 
This was his fault. 

Just like he was the reason Father slapped her. 


If it had been her telling him she would have made absolutely sure he understood what was 
going on. Zuko was a Dum-Dum and could be a bit slow with certain things. 


How could no-one bother to fully explain what he was supposed to do? They must have 
given him too much credit. 


All he had to do was be quiet — his voice was so obviously wrong and unsuitable to listen to. 
(Father insisted on that point again and again). 


He used to talk with her all the time — she understood him well enough — Azula knew that it 
wasn’t perfect, but he could be understood. 


Zuko was fully capable of understanding. 


She would have clarified — be quiet — don’t say a word — have an excuse prepared for why 
he’s lost his voice and why Mia is speaking for him — nod “yes” or “no”. Have a script or 
something prepared so Mia would know how to answer — there were so many ways she 
would have done things differently. 


Zuko obviously couldn’t — he screamed, and Azula ran. 


She found a spot in a corner of the palace surrounded by tapestries of past Fire Lords far 
away from everyone. Azula shook, covering her ears and desperately wishing the screaming 
hadn’t followed her. 


Father stormed into the dark room, and the shadows expanded as they followed him; his 
words were nonsensical as he yelled, increasing in volume. 


Azula was supposed to respond, even if she had no idea what he was saying. She tried 
desperately to reply anything, yet it felt as if the words were lodged in her throat. 


Father didn’t like that she didn’t respond. 


His hand was on fire as he reached for her — Azula moved to defend herself, but it felt as if 
her limbs were moving through sludge. She shot sparks like a little baby learning to firebend 
for the first time. She couldn’t protect herself. Mother was sobbing, begging Father, yanking 
on his arm even as she burned — warped screaming that wasn’t Azula’s own sounded 
throughout. 


Azula shot up; her breathing sporadic. Sweat drenched her forehead. Annoyingly, her hair 
stuck to her face (she resisted ripping it out) Her nightclothes were stuck to her back, 
rumpling them. 


The screams still echoed through her mind, and the shadows reached and clawed, scampering 
closer. She was surrounded with no escape. 


“Shut up...” Azula pressed her hands to her ears, trying to quiet the warped screams. 
They wouldn’t stop. 


The shadows inched closer and mocked her. 


The more she tried to suppress them, the louder they became. 
“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” 


Azula shot flames at an invisible, towering specter. 


Cackling, the shadows retreated. 


It wasn’t real. 
It was just another nightmare. 


It was stupid. 


She shouldn’t be dreaming about these things. These things made her weak. 
She needed to meditate. 


She needed to focus. 


Azula got up and went over to her desk and lit a candle, trying to meditate. That was all she 
had to do. It was simple. 


She sat there for hours, breathing, and trying to focus on anything else. 
She tugged at her hair. Stupid bangs, sticking to her face and getting in the way. 


She would not be sleeping anymore tonight. 


The screams scraped across her mind. She had to go — somewhere — anywhere else away 
from all of it away from the screams she can’t escape — 


She forced them down; she had to focus. 


She performed the katas her tutors demanded of her under Father’s careful observations. 


The katas were executed flawlessly — she stopped and bowed to Father and then Li and Lo. 
Sweat rolled down her cheek and dripped from her chin. 


“Again,” said Father, obviously displeased about something she had or hadn’t done. He 
shouldn’t have to say anything; and she shouldn’t have to ask. 


(What had she missed? She was positive there hadn’t been anything. But Father had 
obviously noticed something.) 


She could play this game. Azula would be perfect: find out exactly where she went wrong 
without Father having to tell her and always make sure Father was pleased. 


= 


Azula went out to the turtle-duck pond. 


The mother turtle-duck gently nipped and preened her babies. They never knew such 
suffering as — maybe she should burn them too, just so someone else would understand. 


There were other animals out here. Out here, there was temporary peace. 
“Your father is looking for you, Princess Azula.” 
She turned to one of the maids, Ji-Sei. 


Ji-Sei had crow’s feet by her eyes and a gentle smile. Her dark hair was pulled into a simple 
bun with a clip. 


Ji-Sei’s expression looked concerned for just a moment before she smiled a different, gentle 
smile. It reminded Azula of Mother. 


“Perhaps I will not find you for another five minutes?” 
Azula looked back to the turtle-ducks and all the problems they didn’t have. 
“Make it ten.” 


“Very well,” said Ji-Sei, standing a few feet behind her. The turtle-ducks quacked, and a 
cacophony of birds and insects sang. It was too loud. 


Ji-Sei made sure that her appearance was presentable as if she were going to meet the Fire 
Lord at some grand party. Father did not approve of her looking slovenly. 


“T believe I told you to come see me thirty minutes ago.” Father said the moment she entered 
his office. 


Had it really been that long? 


Ji-Sei hadn’t rushed her — hadn’t said it was urgent — she didn t tell her that it was-! 


Keep calm and remember to breathe. 


“Forgive me for being late, Father.” Azula forced out, keeping her voice as level as she could 
— she could do this — would he burn her too for such a disgrace? She would not show fear or 
weakness. “But I wanted to make sure that I was presentable before coming to see you...” 


“Enough of that.” Father spoke before she was barely even done and brushed away her 
apologies, clearly having no interest in hearing her speak. She trailed off and stayed quiet. 


“With your brother’s recent failings, you are now officially crown princess. You will have 
more responsibilities; great things will be expected of you...” Father’s expression was 
pleased, and he was looking at her. A part of her was thrilled — Father was acknowledging 
her! Another part was terrified, because if she failed... 


She would not fail. 

(Could not.) 

Father was speaking, but Azula’s mind was spinning and she couldn’t focus. 
She missed most of what he was saying. 

Azula went for a neutral response. 

“Yes, Father. I won’t disappoint you. Thank you for this honor.” 


“See that you do.” Father said. “Dismissed.” 


os 


Azula’s days were busier than ever, but she didn’t complain. She had to be perfect, she had to 
be everything that Father wanted her to be. Father had high expectations, which he routinely 
reminded her of. 


Especially since he had lost Zuko — it was Zuko’s fault. If he had never gotten sick, then she 
wouldn’t be here. 


It was not something Father said directly, but he implied it enough. 


It was Zuko’s fault that Father hit her after all. Because of him, she was punished. 


All of Father’s attention wouldn’t be only on her. They could have faced him together — he 
would still be here, and she could have complained to Zuko about everything she was going 
through. 


Yet she wanted Father’s attention all to herself. She was confused about that. She didn’t 
always like it when Father paid attention to her. 


It was Zuko’s fault that he had all of Mother’s attention, yet Mother never really paid any 
attention to her. Casual strangers, mostly. Mother didn’t know her. 


Father always had time for her. But Father could cast her out at any time, just like he did 
Zuko. She would not be useless, not like him. 


He deserved it. 


aus 


Father praised her when she performed her katas correctly, and he even offered her little 
treats that he knew she loved. 


Azula felt proud because she had truly earned this. 


Uncle came to see her and pretended to care. 
Why was he even here? Sure, he came to take Zuko away — but why was he here? 
Why would she want to say goodbye to Zuko? 


Dum-Dum probably had no idea what was going on because no-one bothered explaining 
things to him in full. 


She mentioned as such, not because she cared — but — knowing that Zuko would be confused 
about why he couldn’t stay at the palace anymore — why Uncle, someone who they hardly 
ever saw anymore was there and taking him away — away from Mother — someone had to say 
something. 


Azula gazed at the turtle-duck pond. 
The turtle-ducks quacked and the mother turtle-duck nuzzled and preened her babies. 
Mother approached her, a day after Zuko and Uncle left. 


Mother looked sad and barely put together as she sat there, staring at nothing before she 
turned her attention on Azula. 


“T’m sorry, Azula,” Mother said softly. She took Azula’s hands in hers. “I failed you...I spent 
so much time focusing on your brother, that it probably seemed as if I forgot about you.” 


No. Azula never felt like that. 
(Yes, she did.) 


“I’m so sorry,” Mother said again, hugging Azula. Azula didn’t reciprocate the hug, but she 
didn’t pull away. Maybe she leaned into it just a little. She liked Mother’s hugs. Her hugs 
were comforting and warm, and felt safe. 


Father never hugged her like this. 
“T promise, from now on, I’m going to be here for you, no matter what.” 


Azula didn’t know what to think. Her heart hurt and her eyes stung upon hearing those 
words. Azula had always wanted this: Mother’s attention. Yet...something was missing. 


She thought of Zuko, and how he wasn’t here for this. 
He should have been. 


Azula didn’t want him here. His being here meant Mother’s attention would all go to him. 
But Azula wanted Zuko back. Maybe she missed him. 


She missed those nights sneaking out for treats from the kitchen, and Zuko letting her steal 
his portion while pretending to complain. 


She shoved those thoughts and emotions down; they would hinder her — Father said — they 
would only result in weakness — and she had to be so much more, she couldn’t risk being held 
back. 


“TJ...” Azula, not knowing what to say. Her thoughts were too jumbled. She hated being 
confused. Azula finally eloquently replied, “...Okay.” 


Father wanted perfection. 


Father got rid of Zuko, because he was flawed and a shame to their family. 


She carried Father’s hopes and dreams on her back. Father told her as much. Told her how 
much Grandfather expected of her. Azula was the hope and future of the Fire Nation. 


She would not fail. 


Azula covered her ears, trying to drown out those screams. His voice was always warped and 
wrong and slowly got worse. Azula had heard normal people scream before; she’d witnessed 
accidents and people getting injured. 


But Zuko s scream — Azula took in a shaky breath. She wasn’t bothered by it. She didn’t have 
nightmares about it — ones where flames surrounded her and Zuko, and he screamed. 


Breathe in. 


Hold. 


Breathe out. 


Repeat. 


She didn’t have time for this. 
She wanted to curl up into a ball; scream and cry and let out her frustrations. 


Azula was better than this. She must be perfect, so Father won’t cast her out. 


Father praised her again, as he gently patted her head. His smile was gentle and kind. Azula 
got to eat her favorite meal that evening. 


Father sat with her, and they had conversations about anything and everything that Azula was 
learning. 


The time with Father was truly precious. 


Unlike Zuko who had been locked away, Azula had been allowed to attend an all-girls 
school. This was something she had earned through her hard work. Going to school with 
other people her age and being allowed to have friends was her reward. 


She at least knew Mai when she first came here. Mai and her family had come to visit several 
times before Zuko had... 


Azula was glad that someone she knew was there. Mai in all of her bland enthusiasm, 
introduced her to a girl named Ty Lee. Ty Lee decided on her own that they should all be best 
friends. 


“Your aura is a bit hazy and twisted right now, did you know?” Ty Lee asked and acted as if 
that was a completely normal thing to say to someone upon meeting them for the first time. 
All while doing a handstand and tapping the top of her own head with her toes. She frowned 
as she looked at Azula. “You seem to be going through a lot.” 


“I’m the crown-princess.” Azula said with all her haughtiness that she was rightfully allowed 
to emit. “I have a lot of responsibilities.” 


Ty Lee did not look convinced. 


“Tt’s just...you’re very gray.” Ty Lee replied as she righted herself, and her tone seemed to 
grow more concerned. “You seem very sad.” 


“Tm fine.” Azula spat, though it was a very lady-like and she would not dare to look 
anything less than royalty. 


She did not like how Ty Lee smiled — it was pitying — it was — looking down on her. 
Ty Lee still talked about auras and such nonsense, and she always discussed them with Azula. 
Ty Lee also had six identical sisters. 


Each of the Ty sisters were far too energetic for Azula’s tastes. She made sure to learn their 
names perfectly, because their teacher more often than not always ran through the list of 
sisters’ names until she finally called out the sister she actually wanted. 


The sisters, mostly Ty Lee, offered amusing distractions. 


She performed a kata, and finished it beautifully — or so she thought. 
“One hair out of place.” 


Azula didn’t care which twin was which. Azula became angry when a small lock of hair 
came loose from her bangs. It was a rule for her to wear it like this so that she’d learn to 
move with even more precision. Was that even true? When had that rule been created? Who 
even created it in the first place? 


Whoever it was had been an idiot. 


She fumed and nearly burnt her own hair. She’d have to practice again, again, and again, 
until it was just right. She had to be perfect. Always, always perfect. 


“Azula,” Mother said softly, and motioned her over. Azula huffed and reluctantly sat down. 
Mother undid her hair and combed through it. Her voice was a gentle whisper. Azula almost 
had to strain to hear her. “You don’t have to be so perfect all the time, Azula. It’s okay to fail. 
It’s okay to cry. Even rest, for as long as you have to. As long as you pull yourself up again. 
It’s okay if someone else helps you up.” 


“T don’t want to be tossed away.” Azula whispered so quietly, she hardly even heard herself. 
She surprised herself admitting such a thing aloud. 


“You're just a child, you shouldn’t have to worry about such things.” Mother said, gently 
putting her hair all back in place. It was different to how Orin did it. Orin always pulled back 
and combed through so hard, that it made her scalp itch. 


“There we are,” Mother said, smiling. “Everything’s perfectly in place.” 


Mother smiled when Azula redid the kata. She did it perfectly with all her hair intact, because 
of course she did. That slight mess-up was just a fluke. 


“I’m proud of you, Azula.” Mother smiled at her, so warmly; not anything like Father’s. 
“That was beautiful.” 


Azula pouted, as if she weren’t happy by the simple comments when she should have been. 
Zuko had told her the same thing — she could almost hear him say it. There was a light pain in 


Azula’s chest, and she didn’t know what it meant. She hated not knowing or how to even 
describe it. 


ues 


Father demanded that Azula perform a series of katas for Grandfather. She felt like a puppet 
on strings, as Father spoke out his commands for what she should do. Azula tossed out a 
series of blue flames. 


“They're beautiful, Azula. Why wouldn t anyone think so?” Zuko had told her. He always 
looked so mesmerized, watching her flames. 


Azula faltered, only slightly. But it was enough that it made Father’s pleased face fall just a 
fraction. He was not pleased. 


Azula bowed and left, not waiting for Father to reprimand her or Grandfather to dismiss her. 
That was taboo, but she would make up for it. 


It was Zuko’s fault, it had to be. But he wasn’t here. He was somewhere far away, and it 
didn’t make sense that he could affect everything like this. But it had to be his fault somehow. 


She desperately tried to convince herself of that fact. 


Maybe it was just because Azula didn’t want to accept responsibility for her failings. 
Someone could take the blame. 


How was it his fault? His existence had been outside of everything, until it wasn’t. 


Father revoked his promise of taking her to one of the festivals — her failure had to be 
punished. She had to write 100 lines of one of Fire Lord Sozin’s declarations instead. 


Her hand was cramping by the halfway point, but she pressed forward. She had to prove that 
she could do this. 


She had failed. 


She deserved any punishments given. 


“Princess Azula...what on earth happened to your hair?!”’ Orin demanded. 


“What do you mean?” Azula asked. 


Orin tilted Azula’s head so that she could see in her vanity mirror. 

She had a small, thinning patch of hair by her temple. 

“’..No matter...I’m sure we can cover it.” Orin muttered and managed to do just that. 
There were also oils Orin wanted to use that would help hair grow back shiny and strong. 
The oils Azula found, left a musky aftertaste in her mouth. 


She stopped caring after the fifth time. 


Father demanded 100 katas of each set. She would then be allowed to take a fifteen-minute 
break. Then she was to start over again. 


Father left to take care of whatever business he needed to. 
Li and Lo merely frowned, giving her a pitying look. 
“You heard your father. You may begin.” 

She performed again and again. 


Azula panted, and she felt as if her insides were stretched too thin. She felt cold and clammy. 
She wanted to collapse, but she couldn’t because Father would be angry if Li and Lo reported 
back what she hadn’t done but should have been able to. 


Mother came and watched, with a sad expression. 


Azula collapsed only after a few more shameful katas and tried to push herself up. Her arms 
were shaking too much, and her arms gave out. Her legs were like fire-berry jelly. Azula 
expected her face to hit the floor, but Mother was there to catch her. 


“Get up, Princess Azula.” 
Azula looked up. Her vision was blurry. 


Mother sent a look toward Li and Lo, and there was a dangerous threat in Mother’s eyes. It 
made the twins flinch and look elsewhere. Azula admired her for it. She wanted to hold that 
kind of power in a mere look. 


“You're okay to have a short rest, Azula.” 


Azula embraced the darkness that came. 


Zuko screamed in this dream, too. 


ate 


Azula was confused. Everything came to her in a strange mishmash. Father was always so 
demanding, wanting her to do more and be more. Mother expected — nothing. Or...she 
expected something? 


Mother offered tea and snacks. Azula didn’t like that much (she loved these times with just 
her and Mother) but she looked forward to those times with Mother because she always had a 
gentle hand and a listening ear along with comfort. 


Father watched her perform a kata and demanded more and more; always more. It wasn’t 
good enough. Never good enough. But then she’d reach that peak and he would finally 
approve. 


His praise was hard-earned, and Azula was elated once she received it. He rewarded her with 
small day trips outside of the palace, just him and her. Of course, there were guards. But they 
kept a respectable distance. 


The fact that he took the time out of his busy schedule made these rare occasions all the 
more special. 


Sometimes, Mother was there. 


Did Father love Azula more than Mother? 
Did Mother’s love mean anything when Azula didn’t have to work for it? 


Father always rewarded her — Mother was always just there. 


Mother watched her perform a kata, and always thought it was beautiful. So simple, so silly, 
Mother wasn’t a Firebender, what would she know? Still... 


Although Azula loved it when she finally earned Father’s approval, Mother’s approval was 
always freely offered. Azula didn’t know why she liked how her chest felt when Mother 
complimented her. 


It felt better than when Father praised her. 


But yet...but when Father praised her, Azula knew that she had truly done something to earn 
it. What was Mother offering? What did Mother want? Mother only ever wanted Azula’s 
time. 


There had to be a catch somewhere in what Mother wanted, right? 


“You shouldn’t push yourself so hard, Azula.” Mother was always concerned. “You don’t 
have to be what he wants. You are so much more than this.” 


Azula was trapped between not being good enough and being just-right-perfect right where 
she was. 


Azula had yet another exhausting training session. Father observed and judged every flaw 
and smallest mistake that she was sure she hadn’t made. He kept demanding more and more, 
and Azula felt stretched too thin, being pulled tighter and tighter. 


She wanted so badly to snap back but knew she couldn’t, otherwise she would burn. 


Maybe it was worth the risk. 


She shouldn’t — she can’t. 


She needed control. 


She wanted to scream. 


No — she would prove that she could do this. 


She would do this for Father, because he loved her; he praised her, she was everything Zuko 
wasn’t. 


Azula was strong, and she would prove it. 


She’d do what Zuko never could. 


She couldn’t have flaws. 


Azula was a tool to be perfected, and she knew that flawed tools were tossed out if they 
didn’t function in their intended use. She wouldn’t be like Zuko. Yet she wished she had been 
on that ship with them and be somewhere far away from Father. But that would mean leaving 
Mother behind. Maybe Mother could come with her. 


Maybe Zuko had forgotten about her. 


“T wish he wouldn’t push you so hard,” Mother said as she gently wiped away Azula’s sweat 
from her forehead with a cold cloth. Mother frowned with sadness-concern-regret. Her voice 
was barely a whisper. 


“Your...”’ Mother stopped herself from saying whatever it was. “Please, Azula...don’t push 
yourself like this. You can slow down and rest, if only for a short while.” 


Mother looked at her. Mother’s expression was sad, and she looked drained. Her gentle smile 
was forced. 


Father loved her, that was why he did all of this. That was why he always demanded more 
and never gave anything back. Once she achieved exactly what Father wanted, then he would 
truly express how he loved her above all else. 


She owed him because of how much he cared. 


Azula thought about what Mother said. 


Father just wanted what was best — but her best was never good enough. Mother simply 
accepted her and praised her. 


But Father gave her so much more. 


One day at school during break, Azula sat far away from everyone else. She needed the quiet 
and loathed the noise. But then she missed the noise and the quiet was all encompassing. She 
forced herself to meditate. 


Mai approached Azula. She fidgeted for a moment, not saying anything. 

Annoyed at her hesitancy, Azula nearly snapped. “What is it, Mai?” 

Mai stood silent before she took a breath, then asked, “Azula...whatever happened to Zuko?” 
Azula looked up at her shocked. 


“Tt’s just...I...saw him all the time when I went to visit you, and then he disappeared. My 
parents were really upset about something, at that time.” Mai whispered, “They told me not 
to talk about him—” 


“Then dont.” Azula said much harsher than she intended to. 


Perhaps it should be impressive that Mai didn’t flinch in the slightest. 


The air around her seemed to sway and the shadows constricted and laughed as they reached 
towards her. 


The shadows had started coming in the daytime as of recently. 


They twisted around and around, pulling her in. 


Mai’s voice sounded through the din. 


“But why? I don’t know what to believe — is he at some other school? Is he even still alive? 
No-one has ever told me. I never brought it up because I was explicitly told not to. You’re 
here now, and I can ask.” 


The screams sounded in her ears. 
Shut up. 


Azula breathed. In and out. Repeat. 


She should tell Mai to leave her alone. Tell her to never mention Zuko again, because he was 
gone, and they would never see him again. 


Zuko had left her and Mother behind and had likely forgotten about them. 


Good riddance. 
No, not exactly true. 
He should have been here with her. 


Zuko had been hers. 


Mai would probably keep asking — would probably ask the wrong person — Azula didn’t care 
(Yes, she did.) Mai would stupidly draw unnecessary attention to herself. 


Azula was probably the only person who would answer and not punish Mai and her family 
for asking questions they shouldn’t. 


(Lady Yuna came to mind.) 


This was her family’s most shameful secret. 


Father would be most displeased if he ever found out she blabbed. 


“...You can’t tell anyone.” Azula said quietly as she leaned in close to whisper. “Don’t ever 
tell anyone that you know.” There was an unspoken threat in her words, and from the way 
Mai nodded it was obvious she understood. 


“He-he’s flawed — he’s deaf. So, Uncle took him away...” Azula didn’t know how long ago 
it was now. She hadn’t kept track. Really thinking about it, it had been several months. 


“A while ago. He’s not coming back.” 


Mai’s only response was, “Oh.” 


She never asked about Zuko again. 


Azula sighed quietly as her attendant massaged her sore muscles. 

“Princess Azula...” the attendant sounded concerned. “Er...” 

“What?” 

“This is...chewing your fingers is unbecoming for a lady, most of all a princess.” 
She’d only bitten her nails and chewed the skin a little...i1t wasn’t that bad, was it? 
Surely not. 


But then her fingers were bleeding — not terribly, but enough that it was noticeable, and 
Mother gently chided her, and Father expressed his disappointment. 


The attendants ended up slathering something gross and smelly on her hands to make her 
stop. 


She heard the whispers from her classmates — others were looking at her — judging her — they 
knew — what right did they have to judge her? They were laughing at her behind her back 
because she was a little baby who needed special oils and creams to stop biting her nails. 


Azula ended up getting a taste of something vile so many times a day, more than she had 
assumed of herself. The disgusting taste lingered in her mouth. Her habit continued until 
Father threatened — 


He wacked her hands with a switch, telling her to drop the disgusting habit. 


That was enough to make her stop chewing on her fingers. 


“Did someone at that school cut your hair as a prank?” Orin asked, inspecting Azula’s hair. 


“No...I would have noticed.” Azula said, obviously insulted. It was impossible to sneak up 
on her — even if that person had succeeded, they’d have to sneakily cut her hair and escape 
unscathed. 


“Why do you have a bald patch here?” Orin asked, running her fingers across the spot on 
Azula’s scalp. “How did this even happen?” 


Azula found that she couldn’t really answer. 


“T’ll get the oils and creams for your hair...” 


“You’re coddling her, just like you did the boy.” 
“Ozai, she’s a child.” 


Azula twisted her hair, tangling it around her fingers and tugged several strands out by the 
roots. 


Breathe in and out. 
She listened as her parents argued — Father wanted what was best, but so did Mother. 
Azula felt like she was being pulled in two different directions. 


She absentmindedly nibbled at the hair tangled around her fingers. 


She pinned Zuko down and blue flames erupted from her hands, and he screamed. 
He deserved this. 

Mother did not beg and plead. 

Mother’s voice was distant. “You’re just like your father. Monster.” 

She let Azula fall. 


Father was proud. 


He rested his hand on her shoulder, and she knew that she had earned his approval. 


Azula woke up in a cold sweat, tangled in her sheets. 


The shadows laughed and mocked; tearing away at all her flaws — let it all burn just like him 
— the screaming just wouldn’t stop. 


“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Azula whined, curling up tightly under the covers as she covered 
her ears. 


As if she could hide. She could never hide. 
The shadows always approached ever closer. 
Deep breath. Hold. Breathe in. Repeat. 


Her days blended together in their monotony. 


After being able to recite an entire page from one of her schoolbooks, she had earned the 
right to receive a package that had been delivered several weeks earlier. 


Azula opened the box and scowled when she saw its contents. It was another of Uncle’s 
stupid dolls. Why did he insist on always sending her such things? Azula hated dolls. She 
lifted it out of the package, intending to burn this one just like all the others. 


Something fell out of its dress and onto her lap. 


Azula looked down and noticed a butterfly-wasp hair ornament. It had a piece of paper 
wrapped around it. 


The doll temporarily forgotten, Azula picked up the pin. She pulled off the note and inspected 
the pin. This was based on some Earth Kingdom creature — and the hairpin was clearly of 
Earth Kingdom make. 


She noticed that there was an inscription carved into the shaft. 


“Her beauty hides a deadly sting”’ 


Upon closer inspection, Azula noticed that there was a small latch or something on the pin. 
She fiddled with it — and was surprised to pull out a near five-inch blade. She couldn’t help 
but smirk a little. The rumors that Earth Kingdom women liked to weaponize their jewelry 
was decidedly true. 


Azula picked up the letter. Her breath caught in her throat when she saw Zuko’s handwriting. 


“The Fire Lord is angry that someone ate all the steamed buns. Someone needs to pay. 


¢ Zuko” 


There was a crude drawing of Grandfather yelling, ‘BLARG! Where are my steamed buns?!’ 


Azula gasped — she began laughing — for the first time in so long, she’d forgotten the last time 
she’d laughed. 


This was absolutely, positively disrespectful. 


She didn’t think it was funny. She shouldnt. Azula muffled a laugh. Her heart felt — happy. 
Because Zuko remembered her. And he gave her something that... 


She held the hairpin close. 
Zuko hadn’t forgotten about her. 


Azula took the letter and made sure to hide it very well where not even one of the maids 
could unwittingly come across it. 


Mother always seemed to be busy, these days. She had to attend meetings in place of Father 
because of scheduling conflicts. Azula had extra classes with several tutors, so she always 
had something to do. 


Sometimes, Father invited her to sit in with him on his meetings and instructed her to be quiet 
and listen. 


These meetings often involved several aspects of the war effort. 


Azula was the perfect doll as she sat and listened. 
One day, Father asked her opinion on something. 


With permission to speak, Azula responded with something she was sure Father would love 
to hear. 


The Generals and Nobles praised Father and her because she was so attentive, and Azula had 
a promising future as Fire Lord. 


Father hugged her, just like Mother did. 


“T’m proud of you, Azula.” 
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Fire Sage Shyu had been having very disturbing dreams as of late. The images started blurry 
and hard to remember at first. Slowly, details started coming to him more clearly and 
consistently — and from the disturbingly vivid bits and pieces he was able to recall, he felt 
that it was a warning from the Spirits. A sign that something was approaching. 


He could see a man completely covered from head-to-toe in armor; his face was hidden by an 
Oni mask. Shyu felt a terrible dread for whatever that mask was hiding. The man sat upon a 
shattered Dragon Throne surrounded by purple-black flames, and he reveled in the burning 
destruction. 


Shyu tried to share his concerns with his fellow Sages, but they only scoffed. 
“Why would the Spirits tell you anything?” 


It was abundantly clear that his fellow Fire Sages were essentially wearing costumes. While 
they probably took on the role of Fire Sage with good intentions; they now enjoyed the perks 
that came with their esteemed positions. 


No wonder the Spirits were silent to them, how disheartening. Shyu could only pity them. 


Because the man sat on the Dragon Throne, Shyu felt that was pertinent information. He 
would have arranged a meeting with Fire Lord Azulon to tell him of his disturbing and 
frankly concerning dreams. 


Except that was no longer part of his role — the Fire Sages were merely decoration to keep the 
people placated at this point. 


But the dream had left him so disturbed and restless that Shyu arranged a meeting anyway. 


There was a slight problem — Shyu met with Prince Ozai, and not Fire Lord Azulon. 


“T need to speak to the Fire Lord.” Shyu tried to explain, doing his best to sound desperate 
and polite, and not like he was begging. 


He had no idea why the Fire Lord would send Ozai in his place when he had agreed to meet 
with him. 


“My father is dealing with matters that involve running our Nation.” Prince Ozai said, 
sounding impatient. “He doesn’t have time to speak with the Fire Sages. Just tell me the 
message that you have, and I’Il pass it along.” 


Shyu shared the full details of his dreams as best he could; making sure to fully describe the 
feeling the dream had given him. 


Prince Ozai was not impressed; in fact, he was even a little annoyed. 
“You're dreaming that this great Nation will fall? Are you a traitor to the Dragon Throne?” 
There was a threat hidden within those far-too-calm words. 


“No, Prince Ozai,” Shyu quickly responded. “This is a consistent dream that I’ve had for 
several days now — something is going to happen, and when it does, your family needs to 
keep an eye out--” 


“So, you’re threatening the Royal Family now, are you?” 
Shyu paused. Prince Ozai viewed this as a waste of time, and he wasn’t Jistening. 


Shyu insisted further. He was polite, direct, gentle and firm. “Prince Ozai. The Spirits direct 
and move in their own time. It is important to meditate carefully on what they deem to show 
us. With matters like this — when it is a warning of things to come — we must prepare 
ourselves for any potential—” 


“Enough.” Prince Ozai waved his hand dismissively. “Did you know that during my brother’s 
600-day siege at Ba Sing Se he claimed he received visions of his victory given to him by the 
Spirits? Oh, yes. He wrote back to the Fire Lord telling him of his grand visions.” Prince 
Ozai scoffed, making it more than obvious that he held no interest in Spiritual matters. “And 
look where those visions got him — a terrible and unnecessary defeat, a dead son, a shameful 
return, and the loss of his birthright.” 


“T can’t speak for another man’s visions, but Prince Ozai — I insist that I speak with the Fire 
Lord --!” 


“T said ‘Enough’!” Sparks shot out of Prince Ozai’s mouth. 
Shyu decidedly did not react. 
This coming from Prince Ozai — their future Fire Lord — was concerning. 


“If you’re going to waste time with sharing absurd dreams you claim are from the Spirits, 
you should have ones that sing the Nation’s praises and shows our victories.” 


Shyu absolutely did not respond to that absurdity with saying that wasn’t how the Spirits 
worked. 


There was a time to speak, and a time for silence; and so Shyu remained silent. 


“Go back to your Fire Temple and just tell people what they want to hear to keep them happy 
and quit wasting everyone’s time with your absurd and frankly traitorous visions.” Prince 
Ozai said. “And be grateful I don’t have you arrested for speaking such sacrilege against our 
Fire Lord.” 


Prince Ozai was a dangerous man, Shyu observed. A man who did not adhere warnings and 
only wanted to be placated was headed for devastation — and if he were a Nation’s leader — 
the people he ruled over would surely mourn. 


Shyu wanted to speak again — try and insist that Prince Ozai listen — but that would not be 
wise. It was clear that Prince Ozai had no interest in anything else Shyu may have had to say. 
It was highly doubtful that Prince Ozai would pass anything on to his father. 


Shyu bowed. “Thank you for meeting with me and for your graciousness. May Agni shine on 
you and direct your path.” 


Back in his room at Roku’s Temple, Shyu wondered if he should at least try and write to Fire 
Lord Azulon — but then the thought occurred to him that the letter could be intercepted. 
Perhaps Fire Lord Azulon was far more reasonable than his son. Perhaps he would listen — 
but then the thought of Prince Ozai — to bypass Prince Ozai when he’d been explicitly told to 
‘not have such traitorous visions’, it would be a massive insult. 


He had a feeling that would not only cause trouble for him, but his fellow Fire Sages as well. 
He remembered how Prince Ozai had acted — he was reminded of rumors surrounding the 
odd disappearance of Prince Zuko and how no-one ever spoke of the boy again. 


The ways people could disappear and never been seen again. 


Shyu meditated. There was a time for action, and a time for rest. 


He had a feeling that he should wait — even if he didn’t like it. 


Shyu knew he still had a role to play. 


000 


Azula woke up from another nightmare. At least in this one, she wasn’t the one burning 
Zuko. 


She climbed out of bed and went to meditate. 


Azula lit a candle and timed the tiny flame with her breathing. She slowed down her racing 
thoughts and tried to relax as the shadows creeped closer. 


This was — she forced herself to breathe and calm down — remembering that night — her 
thoughts assaulted her in their intensity. 


She needed to stop — needed to breathe — and think. 


She didn’t tell either of her parents of the gift and the stupid note because a part of her was 
worried she’d lose both the note and the hairpin. Those things were hers. 


Azula sat there alone with her all her too-loud-stacking-upon-each-other thoughts that tried to 
cram their way into her brain all at once and interrupted each other. 


She took in another breath, more desperate this time and shoved any distractions aside. 


But as Azula sat there, with her flame, and the threat of nightmares if she went back to sleep, 
she began to really think. 


Her situation and everything it entailed; it was Zuko’s fault. Why? 


Because he’d went and gotten himself flawed — he wasn’t talented — couldn’t follow 
instructions, and Father had struck her because of him. 


Father had done that because — because — she’d deserved it somehow. She’d earned it. 


Hadn’t she? 


The shadows roared with pleasure as they crept closer. 


But then — why — why had — she needed to slow down and think logically about this. 


Everything that was Zuko’s fault — why was it his fault? 
(Father sometimes said — implied — it was Zuko’s fault.) 
He hadn’t been part of her life until — it was only for a short time. 


One part of her clung tightly to the blame — of course it was Zuko’s fault, somehow. But yet 
another part pointed out the flaw in her reasoning. 


She just needed — needed to focus and not be like Zuko — not fail — and she would be fine. 


Azula could swear that the shadows had eyes and they were laughing at her. 


“Azula!” Mother looked horrified. “What are you doing?” 
“*..What do you mean?” 


“This.” Mother held Azula’s hand in her own. Several hairs were tangled around Azula’s 
fingers. 


Mother looked concerned and confused. “Did I...is this what’s been happening to your 
hair?” 


Azula had been caught — doing — 

This was shameful. 

For once, Azula couldn’t think of a believable lie. 
“T...I. don’t know?” 

How pitiful she was. 


Azula’s hair was pulled back so she couldn’t tug at it easily. Azula’s eyebrows had also 
thinned out from her pulling at them. So, Mother shaved them off and powdered Azula’s face 
with oshiroi. They pulled her hair back to hide the bald spots. Orin used long, black hair 
clipped from someone else’s head and cleverly pinned it into her hair with decorative clips to 
make it look much fuller. 


Looking at her reflection, Azula thought that this made her look even more like one of 
Uncle’s dolls. 


Orin and Ursa made excuses for Azula having her hair pulled back without blaming her 
fellow students or her attendants. They were trying a new beauty trend that made Father 
scoff. It didn’t take long for other girls and even women to start pinning their hair back, 
shaving their eyebrows, and powdering their faces. 


Mother looked positively smug. 


Azula liked their time together, just her and Mother; but she wished it was under different 
circumstances. 


She went to perform for Grandfather, just like Father always demanded. 
Her katas were flawless. 


There was an upcoming party for the members of Grandfather’s War Council and their 
families. 


Azula stared at the butterfly-wasp hairpin where she had set it on her shelf. A part of her 
wanted to wear it tonight, but then it didn’t match what she was wearing. 


So, she kept quiet and let herself be dressed up for display. 
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A few months after Iroh had left with Zuko, Ozai had assigned Ursa to stand in for him for 
meetings with several officials. These were people who oversaw hospitals, schools and 
orphanages; those who managed a few areas of trade; and sometimes people who managed 
finances. Ozai had no or need for such things unless something were to pique his interest. 


As Ursa met with these people, she wore a smile that masked her stress and exhaustion. 


On some days over the passing weeks, with guards in tow, she went to visit these places to 
ensure that everything was running smoothly, that people were taken care of, and the workers 
were being treated well. 


She couldn’t help but think of Zuko when she saw certain boys — and a part of her wished 
that Zuko were still here. If he had been normal, then he would still be here. A part of her 
resented the fact that her son had been taken away from her twice; once with his disability, 
and again when he was forced out by Ozai and Azulon. 


Ursa sighed and felt guilty. She shouldn’t resent aspects of her son like that — it was far too 
similar to Ozai. 


She wished Azula could come with her on these visits; because it would be wonderful if she 
could get out of the palace and actually meet some of the people she would be ruling over 
one day. There was more to running a Nation than discussing war strategies. 


But Azula always had something going on; always had some scheduling conflict that made it 
impossible for her to be there as well. 


Ursa suspected she knew what Ozai was doing. 


Simply trying to have a conversation with Ozai these days was often getting far too 
confrontational. 


He’d accuse her of trying to manipulate their daughter; claim that she was the one who never 
made time for Azula... 


If he didn’t lose his temper, he’d look at her and frown, asking, “What are you talking 
about?” 


The calm she strived to maintain shattered with each of Ozai’s pinpricked words perfectly 
aimed to grate at her nerves to such an extent that Ursa finally snapped. 


“This is why I can never have civilized discussions with you.” Ozai would shake his head 
looking disappointed as if she were the unreasonable one. 


These days, Ursa was getting to be the one to lose her temper, while Ozai remained perfectly 
calm. 


While in the presence of others, Ursa forced a smile. She was good at wearing a mask. 


Iroh had written to her, telling her about Zuko’s progress. 
Sometimes there were messages for her from Zuko. 
These simple letters brought her comfort. 


But then Iroh told her he had to leave for a bit because something had come up. He couldn’t 
communicate with her easily but assured her not to worry — Zuko was learning from a 
Firebending Master. 


They would tell her all about it soon. 


Ursa tried not to worry, too much. She was relieved to know that Zuko was Bending again. 


She wondered who Zuko’s new Master was. Zuko had complained to her several times that 
Hori was far too strict and mean. 


Ursa hoped that whoever Zuko’s Master was, they would treat Zuko kindly and be patient 
with him. 
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Somewhere in the Earth Kingdom: 


The battle had been a losing one at first for the Earth Soldiers, but by the Brothers’ mercies, 
thank them, reinforcements arrived just in time. 


From there, they had been able to crush the Earth Scorchers. The battle had been won, at least 
for today. 


The soldiers dug a mass grave to burn the bodies. They didn’t want any Dark Spirits finding 
their way to them because such things were attracted to death and misery. 


Some of the Fire soldiers were still alive; somehow surviving getting crushed. It didn’t matter 
— they wouldn’t be shown any mercy, not when they themselves razed towns and burned 
people as if it were nothing. 


The Earth soldiers tossed lantern oil into the pit, while someone else read off scripted prayers 
to Agni in a bored tone. 


Even to the Earth Soldiers, it sounded lifeless and empty. 


“You should put a little more umph into it,” one of the men joked, and the one doing the 
reading simply rolled his eyes and continued without stopping. 


Others laughed and joked, not caring that this was a mass funeral — they did not think their 
enemies deserved such respect. 


Voices sounded from the pit, screaming and begging — 
“Look, that one’s still alive!” someone called out. 


“Funny that they burn everything, yet they don’t seem to like when it happens to them very 
much.” 


“T bet that one’s a Firebender — wanna take bets on how long that one will last?” 
“This is making me hungry for some ostrich-pig ribs...” one of the Earth soldiers said. 


“Show some respect! This is a funeral!” another reprimanded. 


They both stared at each other for a moment before they both laughed. As if they’d show 
such respect to the Earth scorching invaders. 


There were a few who paid silent respects, because they could see the faces of their enemy — 
too many of them looked too young; the same ages of their younger brothers and sons. 


It was the cowardice of men to send children into battle. 


The fire had started burning well enough, they figured. There was no need for them to linger; 
they had their own dead to bless and bury. 


The men turned to head back to camp, when there was an odd, sudden whooshing noise 
coming from the firepit. 


They turned to look and saw that the fire was burning far more intensely. The flames seemed 
to reach up several feet. 


It had never burned like this before. 
In the blink of an eye, the fire burned purple-black for several minutes and then went out. 
The Earth soldiers all shared looks of confusion. 


They slowly approached the edge to look over, and the bodies were charred-black and 
smoking, but the armor had seemingly been...mostly untouched. How...? 


There were obvious signs of fire coming into contact with the armor, but none of it had been 
burned. 


Why had the process stopped so soon? 
Usually, it’d be hours before the fire went out, and it never looked like this. 
“What’s going on?” one of the soldiers dared to whisper. 


There was movement in the pit. Something scrambled through the charred suits of armor; 
they could see it moving through the uniforms. The soldiers fell back as a twisted hand 
reached out and — they screamed as a lone soldier slowly climbed out. 


Dried blood ran down the front of its armor. It moved sort of like a puppet with tangled 
strings. Its body was so twisted, that there was no way a normal Human could have even 
moved. There were sounds of squelching as it slowly pulled its limbs back into place. Its face 
was burned, revealing the bone underneath. Its lidless golden eyes were wide and very wild, 
and its skin was slowly crawling up and around itself looking like a tangled mass of worms — 
it was healing itself. 


The sight and sound of it nearly made those watching retch. 


It didn’t take much longer for someone to finally think to move. 


One of the men earthbent a rock that smashed into the creature’s head. It was a brutal move 
that could decapitate anyone who wasn’t able to defend against it. The creature’s eyes rolled 
in their sockets as its head slowly twisted back into place. 


“What-what-?” the one who had delivered the hit stuttered. 


There was yelling as his fellow soldiers came rushing to help. They rapidly delivered hit after 
hit, trying to shove this thing back into the pit. 


The creature’s limbs made disgusting pop-squelching noises as bones and muscles twisted 
back into place. 


Others tried sinking it into the ground, but it continued writhing out of their holds. 


It wheezed, and with a casual flick of its hand, one of the men screamed as he burned with 
unnatural purple-black flames. The man rolled on the ground, desperately trying to put out 
the flames. Others tried tossing dirt on him to quell the flames. Anyone who tried touching 
him found themselves getting horribly burned, losing all feeling in their hands. 


Mercifully, the soldier stopped moving. His charred-black body lay there, smoking. 


One of the other soldiers charged. He was a swordsman, and with his blade, he swung true. 
The sword sliced clean through the creature’s neck. A thick, purple-black mucus-like 
substance stretched from the creature’s neck to the man’s sword. 
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Its head dangled from its shoulders, hanging from a thick and slimy slug-like thing. As if the 
man’s decapitated head were eating itself, it pulled its head back onto its shoulders. 


A wide grin revealing uncannily straight teeth stretched across the creature’s face. 


“We said the blessings!” one of the soldiers screamed as he panicked. “We said the 
blessings!” 


Its voice was slimy and layered as it croaked out, chuckling, “You said prayers for the dead, 
not the living.” 


“Agni casts you out!” another yelled, holding up a small totem that was supposed to hold off 
Dark Creatures. The creature rolled its eyes. The soldier screamed as he was set aflame. 


The soldiers began to fight back with growing desperation. The creature seemed to have 
limited range of a few feet; because if they got too close it could burn them with those 
strange, consuming flames that they couldn’t even put out. 


Someone smashed a club into its side. They could clearly hear the sound of breaking bones, 
but the creature twisted into itself and kept moving as things slowly popped back into place. 


Another shot razor-sharp rocks at the creature, and its skin simply wrapped back around its 
injuries. 


One of the men quickly ran to warn their commander that something had just crawled out of 
the Earth scorcher’s pit. 


No matter what the soldiers did, they could not seem to injure the creature. The more they 
injured it, the faster its body seemed to twist and pop back into place, leaving behind warped- 
healed skin that showed an injury had taken place. 


General Shi-Zhenya heard the screaming and panicked yelling. He ran to see whatever the 
commotion was. 


“Something crawled out of the Earth Scorcher’s grave!” one of the men running towards him 
practically screamed. “We have to get out of here!” 


The General tried to demand the man stay and te// him exactly what was happening. 


“If I stay here, ll die! We’ll al/ die!” he rambled nonsensically. The man was obviously 
crazed, and he wouldn’t listen to anything Shi-Zhenya said, and he refused to stay and fully 
explain exactly what was happening. 


Shi-Zhenya cursed when the man ran off. 


He hurried towards the pit where his men were supposed to take care of the bodies, and he 
found that most of his men were all running past him, many of them with strange burns, all 
panicked and screaming. 


He skidded to a stop as he saw the creature reach out a hand and burn several of his men with 
purple-black flames. For several minutes, they rolled on the ground unable to put the fires 
out. 


Not wasting any time, Shi-Zhenya charged. He bent a large boulder and chucked it into the 
creature’s chest. 


He saw its chest cave in as it fell backwards. 

“It’s not dead, it's not dead!” one of the men yelled frantically. 

Not dead? 

Shi-Zhenya was not willing to take a chance, so he made sure to crush its head as well. 
He made a face as the sliminess of the thing’s internal organs. 


Just then, its arms moved; grabbing at the boulder. How in the Names of the Brothers was 
this thing still alive?! 


It slowly began reforming itself as it wriggled and pushed the boulders aside. 
Shi-Zhenya quickly formed a multi-layered cage around the creature. 


“Ts there anyone who can still say a blessing?” he demanded. No-one answered him as they 
all were staring at the structure where this thing was trapped. He practically spit as he yelled, 
“T said, ‘is there anyone who can still say a blessing’?!” 


“T-I can,” a man fearfully stuttered. 


He began to pray several prayers beseeching Agni, the Brothers, the Spirits, anyone that 
would listen — begging that they stop this foul creature and spare them. 


Echoing laughter sounded from within the rocks where the creature was trapped. Smoke 
seeped out of the cracks. 


“You speak with such empty words,” its voice was mocking. “No wonder you have to cry out 
desperately hoping someone will listen.” 


There was a cold, cruel silence for several minutes. No-one knew what they needed to do. 
Shi-Zhenya sunk the creature down and put several layers of earth on top of it. That should 
stop it, shouldn’t it? 


No-one dared to speak, lest they - 


Purple-black flames erupted from the ground. There was screaming as people were caught up 
in the flames. 


He saw how the creature twisted itself; arms writhing in impossible directions as it squeezed 
through a hole that was far too small for it. The rocks cut at its flesh, but it pulled itself 
together. 


The creature was naked now, since it had abandoned its armor in its prison. 


There were extra sets of eyes on both sides of its face; its limbs were a little too long, and 
Shi-Zhenya would have sworn that he could hear the eyes moving as they swiveled rapidly in 
their sockets. Its skin was mottled with layers of scars and ashy gray. 


He yelled at his men to fall back — they could not retreat — could not surrender — the genuine 
fear that this creature whatever it was getting out into the world could only mean destruction. 


The Earth soldiers never gave up without a fight — they had the stubbornness of Earth drilled 
into them. 


Shi-Zhenya did order a few men to run, because there had to be someone to warn others that 
this thing was loose upon the world. 


The few men he had ordered to leave knew better than to argue, and they ran. 


Shi-Zhenya and his remaining men went down fighting to the very last in a flurry of earth 
and purple-black flames. 
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The creature observed the chaos surrounding it. Ambling a bit as it got used to this Human 
form, and its bones shifted back into place, it gathered up bits of armor to cover itself. 


It slowly turned and began walking Westwards, towards the sea. 
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Today, Father took Azula to visit Irukakuma. She walked with Father, and a few guards 
walked behind them. People greeted them and bowed. 


Father took her to the sea and pointed out several Waterbenders who were working at the 
port. The stench of salt, fish, and sweat intermingled with the smells of the food stalls. 


“This is your grandfather’s legacy,” Father said as he knelt down and rested his hand on 
Azula’s back. “There are others living on the outer islands such Kameunagi, but the 
Waterbenders of Irukakuma special. They are the ones he rescued from the Southern savages. 
They do not have to go to war like our warriors do, but they support us by fishing and doing 
other labor that supports our grand Nation and our ultimate cause. This is what you will be 
inheriting.” 


Azula had heard that the Water Tribes eat those who can no longer survive; they ate their own 
so that they did not have to worry about having a body to bury, or something. 


The North had refused their generous offerings and continued to do so. 
“Why don’t they go to war as well?” 


Father smiled, looking so gentle and charmed at her question. He spoke quietly to her, as if 
sharing a secret. 


“Because they aren’t Firebenders. Azulon feared that they would turn on their saviors. The 
one way to pacify problematic people is to make them think you are doing them a favor.” 


Azula furrowed her brows. “But...there are non-Benders fighting for our Nation too?” 


Father chuckled. “That they are. But they are descendants of pure-blooded Fire.”’ 


“Will we see the Waterbenders on Kameunagi today as well?” Azula asked. 


“Not today,” Father replied gently. “I do believe you’ve earned something special. Choose a 
food stall. We'll get whatever you want.” 


“Thank you, Father.” 


Father provided. 

He trusted her. 

He allowed her to attend meetings with him. 

He trusted her with things that not even Mother was allowed to know. 
He showed Azula that he loved her. 

Treated Azula the way she deserved. 

Any gifts given were hard-earned, and she gratefully accepted them. 
Mother couldn’t provide anything. 


Mother always, always babied her, held her back, always was the reason why Father was 
displeased. 


Love could not be worth having if it was not earned. 


Azula burned one of her instructors. 


Mother was horrified. 


She did not feel sick and didn’t of Zuko burning. 


She absolutely didn t. 


The memory of cooked meat and burned silk lingered at the back of her throat. 


Azula shoved the memory down and forced herself to look ahead with hardened features just 
like Father expected of her. 


She couldn’t let herself be held back and be weak. 


“Well done, my daughter.” 


Azula overheard her parents arguing. 


“You're turning Azula into a monster!” Mother said. 


A monster? That was how Mother saw her? 


Mother had clearly lied. 


She’d burned her instructor, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as how Father had burned Zuko. 


Azula refused to let herself be so weak as to think of him and how he had screamed. She had 
to calm herself so she could focus and not be discovered in her hiding spot. She told the 
memory to shut up already so she could focus on the conversation going on between her 
parents, 


“Ts that what you think is happening?” Father asked, sounding so confused. “Why would you 
say that about your own daughter?” 


“She burned Heo-Lin!” 


“That’s what Firebenders do, they burn things. It wasn’t even that bad, all things considered. 
You are not a Firebender, so it is not expected of you to truly understand.” 


“You know exactly what I mean.” 

“T’ve heard enough — we’re done here.” 

Father started to leave. 

“Well, ’'m not done, Ozai!” Mother said, following after him. 


Father suddenly turned around and reached for Mother — stupid-intrusive-begging-desperate- 
thoughts — please dont burn her! — Azula shouldn’t think of such traitorous things — Father 
burned only those who deserved it and Azula did not want to be burned. 


Be perfect always perfect always be whatever Father demanded. 


Father gripped Mother behind her neck, and he leaned in close — if Azula had not been 
witness to their earlier argument one might almost think it was a loving, gentle gesture. 


But Mother stood stiff and defiant, and she glared. 


Father whispered to her — he kissed Mother on her cheek — but it did not look like she 
enjoyed it. 


Father released her, and Mother looked so angry and frustrated and sad — Mother should 
know better than to make Father angry. 
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Ursa read the letter Iroh had written — her hands decidedly did not shake. There were things 
written in that letter that would likely get Ursa executed if she were caught with it. 


There was talk of an organization, a few simple secret codes, and very special instructions on 
how to play Pai-Sho primarily using the Lotus tile. 


Ursa thought carefully, and it didn’t take her very long. 


Ozai was a threat. Azula had distanced herself so much from Ursa; she could see Ozai’s 
influential hold on their daughter. 


If it meant saving her daughter and getting her son back, Ursa was willing to do whatever she 
had to. 


Ursa had to wonder, though — why there didn’t seem to be any real mention of Azulon in the 
letters beyond the usual formalities. 


But her father-in-law wasn’t Ursa’s focus. She wrote back to Iroh with messages and reports 
on the goings on within the Fire Nation courts. Ursa may not have had access to the War 
Council and high-ranking ministers; but she had access to their secretaries. 


She had access to the best sources of information; people who loved to gossip — and Ursa was 
a wonderful conversationalist. 


She had a new role and an end goal — until it all came crashing down barely even a few 
months later. 
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The problem with Azulon, Ozai thought, was that the old man absolutely refused to die. 


Azulon continued to think too small and was too sparing in his advancements across the 
Earth Kingdom. Azulon continued to look down on him. He could hear the snide comments 
Azulon didn t say — he knew exactly what the Fire Lord was implying. 


He didn’t think Ozai was enough. 


But Ozai knew that he could lead their Nation towards greatness, and they could win the War 
in Ozai’s lifetime if Azulon would just stop holding back. 


While Ozai may have left the meeting with Azulon and the War Council looking calm, inside 
he was storming with rage. 


Ozai wasn’t like Iroh; he wasn’t enough somehow — if only Iroh were still here — Iroh could 
have done a better job — Iroh wouldn’t have done this or that — it was beyond infuriating! 


He was the one to inherit the Dragon Throne, he was the one who still had a suitable heir, he 
was the one who had won. 


Not Iroh. 


Ozai clenched his fists and stood straight and tall as he made his way to the training yard. It 
was here he allowed himself to fully unleash and he released flames with each strike. The 
training dummies were the faces of those who mocked him with their condescending sneers 
and those who supported Azulon and respected Iroh more because Ozai wasn’t like him. 


He may not be on the Throne yet, but the War Council and advisors feared the wrong man. 


Ozai skimmed yet another letter from Iroh. 


How utterly insulting. Did Iroh truly think so little of him? Did Iroh want the Throne? The 
fool truly seemed to think that Ozai would listen to anything he had to say. Iroh couldn’t 
seem to let go and admit that he’d lost. 


Now, he was trying to “advise” Oza. 
This letter, along with several others that followed it, were burned to ashes. 


Ozai refused to be a puppet king for anyone. 


Ozai considered himself a patient man but even he had a breaking point. 


Azulon asked him to stay after a war meeting, and it was here that Azulon reprimanded Ozai 
— reminding him to know his place — need Azulon remind him that it was only by others’ very 
unfortunate circumstances that Ozai was standing where he was today. 


Ozai missed most of what Azulon was rambling about as he— 


“You take far too many risks with the lives of our soldiers; they are not expendable. Do you 
think our soldiers grow on trees, or simply pop out of the volcanoes?” 


Azulon’s sarcasm grated on his ears. 


He counted his breaths subtly. 


Azulon was speaking — reprimanding him as if he were still a child! 


He took a deep breath in and held it for several seconds, not daring to react. Otherwise, he 
very well might make the flames surrounding the dais react to his emotions. Ozai was in 
control. 


Ozai bowed and stayed there until Azulon told him he was free to go. 


He walked purposefully, fighting to stay calm. 


Ozai stopped short when he passed by a window and saw Ursa and Azula sitting out in the 
garden. Azula sat across from Ursa, not in physical contact. 


On one hand, Ozai was pleased 
Ursa always insisted on holding Azula back — she was always impeding progress — even now, 


she was interfering where she had no place — she was the stumbling block on the way to 
greatness. 


After a few days, Ozai pulled Ursa to the side. 

“T want you to do something for me.” 

Ursa looked at him in horror for what Ozai was suggesting. 
Ozai smiled and leaned in close. 


“Tf you don’t do what I need you to do, your son could very well pay the consequences. He’d 
never hear it coming.” 


Ursa looked ready to attack Ozai. But he stood with the confidence of a man who did not 
consider her a threat. 


“You-you don’t even know where they are!” Her voice was shaking, revealing so much of her 
anger and fear. All of it was perfectly placed before him to peel back and piece back together 
as he pleased. 


“Whatever has given you that idea? Iroh has written to me plenty of times. He’s always been 
a sentimental fool, and shares plenty of unnecessary information.” 


Ursa was too-small minded. 


Give the impression that he knows far more than he does. All he had to do was pretend to 
know. But if one person did not do what needed to be done, it was easy enough to get 
underhanded using others to threaten and maim until he got what he wanted. 


Ozai never made empty threats. 


“It’s simple; you take care of Azulon, and I’ll let you go — you leave the palace, and you 
won’t stand trial for murder and treason.” 


“You already took my son from me, and now you want my daughter?!” Ursa bit out. 


He gripped her wrist in one hand, and gently stroked her cheek with the other. She tried to 
pull away, but Ozai slipped his hand behind her head allowing him to grip her hair and keep 
her in place. 


“Very well, you can stay...but then...what if something very unfortunate happened to Iroh? 
One might wonder what would happen to the boy, flawed as he is.” Ozai smiled softly. "Your 
family just might be implicated to be behind all of it." 


“What possible reason would my family even—?!” 


“They’re descended from Avatar Roku — the ultimate traitor to our beloved Nation.” Ozai 
explained. “It could be an elaborate ploy to get their beloved daughter back. People have 
been killed for far less.” 


That was reason enough. Evidence could easily be planted — prove them to be radical enough 
and make them seem like a threat to the Dragon Throne. 


“Perhaps the Crown Princess could have the misfortune of being a target — wrong place, 
wrong time. Rest assured — she won’t die or even be seriously injured. She is my daughter as 
well, after all.” 


He would never do anything to Azula. Not unless he absolutely had to, of course; she was his 
future; his personal project to mold into what Iroh could never have and never would be. But 
a few scars was a small price to pay. 


“You wouldn t.”’ Ursa glowered at him, and he could see unshed tears in her eyes. Her anger 
was so obviously there, but she was unable to act on it. 


“There are too many people around you who are expendable, Ursa.” Ozai whispered into her 
ear as he nuzzled her neck. He felt her shiver as he spoke, and how she had such a visceral 
reaction to him. 


With a deeply pleased tone, he added, “If you’re thinking of trying anything, just know that if 
anything happens to me, your family will be the ones to take the fall.” 
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Many years ago, when Ursa had been young and naive to the ways of the world, she had been 
truly flattered that of all people, Prince Ozai was interested in her. She was the subjected to 
the gentle teasing of her friends; the jealousy of others; and everyone’s gossip. 


Ozai gave her gifts, beautiful silks and rare treasures from his family’s travels and their 
victories. 


The letters he wrote were so heartfelt; they brought tears to her eyes and sent her heart racing. 
Knowing that this was how Prince Ozai viewed her — a plain girl from a simple family living 
in a backwater town — it was like the plot of all the plays she enjoyed. 


When she met Iroh for the first time, Ozai seemed to be on edge and temperamental; a side of 
Ozai she hadn’t seen before. Iroh gently but firmly reminded Ozai to be polite because of his 
lady-friend. Ozai was sullen while Iroh was perfectly charming. 


Afterwards, when they were alone, Ozai apologized for his temper, saying, “Iroh brings out 
the worst in me, I’m afraid. I always feel like I have to be on the defensive with him.” 


Ursa gripped Ozai’s hand, offering comfort. 


“You have to be so careful with my father and brother — honestly, I’d understand if you 
walked away right now and didn’t look back.” 


Ursa touched his cheek and peered into his golden eyes. The apple-cherry blossoms had 
bloomed in full, and a sudden gust of wind brought a rain of petals down on them. 


She laughed when she saw several petals in Ozai’s hair, and she picked them out. 


Of all the girls in the Fire Nation; of all the Nobles that had certainly lined their daughters up 
hoping to be wed to the younger prince, Ozai had chosen her. 


She was probably in over her head, but she didn’t care. 
“T promise, I’m not going anywhere.” 


He leaned into her then, as if relieved. She reveled in his warmth. His kisses were passionate 
and desperate — and he was such a tease because he’d left her wanting more. 


Their wedding was beautiful, and upon seeing the way Ozai looked at her when he first saw 
her in her bridal garb made her feel as if she could fly all the way to Ba Sing Se and back. 


Witnessing courtly politics and all the unspoken rules that came with it firsthand, and seeing 
tempers flare it was no wonder Ozai would be so on edge. 


When Ozai’s temper seemed to get the better of him, Ursa would reach out and gently touch 
his arm — Ozai still fumed, but Ursa could calm him with just a touch and a whisper of his 
name. 


Some members of the court would sneer at her, as if she didn’t belong there. They certainly 
aimed mockery at Ozai relying on a woman, though they did not say so directly. But Ursa 
could tell that they were trying to insult her and her husband. 


“Be thankful she is here,” Ozai said so very pointedly that there had to be a message hidden 
within his words. 


Ever so gradually, Ursa found herself busy with all the duties that came with her prestigious 
position. 


Ozai always needed her — she needed to be there to make sure things ran smoothly. 


By the time Ursa realized how in over her head she truly was, it was too late. 


She sent letters out to her family and friends back home before they gradually stopped 
replying. Ursa wrote so many letters asking for any kind of response, yet she never received 
an answer. 


Iroh was kind and a dear friend, but she could never trouble him with her silly marital 
problems; not when he had more important things to deal with. She needed to be strong and 
handle this all on her own. 


She had chosen this life, and it was her duty to uphold it. 


Ozai had threatened to kill her son just because he didn’t have the spark of a Firebender — 


She could do this — especially now that she had a son. 


When Azula came along, Ozai was pleased because “she had a spark.” 


Ursa felt as if she had lead weights attached to her feet and she was sinking further and 
further into the murky depths of the ocean, and she desperately needed to escape. 


With children in the mix, now more than ever Ursa had to be there — te-be+he-ene-Ozat 
weouldtstente — to protect her children, above all else. 


And then Zuko got sick, and life got that much more complicated. 


Ozai showed Ursa the full depths of his cruelty, and truly, Ursa was in over her head. And 
there was absolutely no-one she could turn to for help. 


os 


Ursa felt trapped — Iroh couldn’t help her. She was on a time limit. While she was (only 
somewhat) sure Ozai wouldn’t do some permanent harm to Azula, he valued her too much. 
But the idea of the threat was there — it took too much of trying to convince herself that Ozai 
was lying that Ursa realized she couldn’t take that risk. 


How far would Ozai go — considering what he had done to Zuko — the thought of how far he 
would go crossed her mind countless times. 


Her nightmares consisted of Ozai burning Azula and Ursa being unable to save her. 
Considering what Ozai was asking her to do, this was the only way. 


She couldn’t do what Iroh had asked of her, not anymore. Her children came first; and if there 
was anything she could do to protect them, then this was the only way she could do it. 


Using all her botanical knowledge, Ursa prepared something special for Azulon. 


Ursa wrote out a letter to Iroh with a set of Pai-Sho moves, explaining what had happened, 
and issued her apologies. 


A few days later, Ursa prepared tea for Azulon. Guilt would eat at her if a servant delivered it 
or if anyone else got caught up in Ozai’s scheme. So, she served him the tea herself. 


One might have thought that Azulon simply passed out in his chair at the dining table even 
though he had always been far too dignified for such impropriety. Azulon’s passing was 
peaceful, at least. 


A guard entered the room and found Ursa in a very compromising situation — sitting across 
from the body of the Fire Lord. She was ready to argue, cry out — do something — bring out 
all of her acting skills rusty as they were. 


“A servant will discover him in a few hours,” the guard’s tone was casual and far too 
uncaring. 


Ursa stared at him as she fully processed what she’d just been told. Ozai’s influence reached 
so much further than Ursa had initially assumed. 
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Azula was woken up by someone gently shaking her. 


She was surprised to see Mother — why was she here when it was dark out? What time was 
it? 


“...Mom?” Azula mumbled, confused in her exhaustion. 
“I’m sorry to wake you, my fire flower.” Mother whispered. 


Even with those simple words, Azula could hear a strange intensity and desperation in 
Mother’s voice. 


“Azula, listen to me. Please.” Mother held Azula’s hands in her own. “Your father - he’s 
living through you, because you are what he only wishes he could be.” 


“’..What?” Azula whispered back, her mind rapidly began to finally process that something 
was happening. 


“You aren’t going to meet his expectations because they are too unrealistic — not even he can 
reach them. He shouldn’t expect that of you.” 


“IT — I achieved them! I’m not weak!” Azula hissed — she whispered as well — because — 
because — only because Mother was and — 


“He wants to control you.” Mother ran her thumb over Azula’s cheek as she whispered so 
low Azula strained to hear her, sounding scared. “Do not let him have that control, Azula. 


You are an amazing girl who is capable of great things — what your father wants, that will 
only limit you.” 


Azula stared at Mother wide-eyed, for those were treasonous words. 
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Azula said, yet her voice was shaking. 


Mother gently brushed Azula’s hair behind her ear. She leaned in close to whisper, “I love 
you so much, Azula.” 


Mother pressed a book into Azula’s hands and leaned down to kiss to Azula’s forehead. 


It was as Mother was leaving that Azula realized Mother was wearing a dark cloak and she 
pulled her hood over her head and turned away. 
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Ursa stared with some confusion at the guards waiting for her. She recognized the one who 
had told her that a servant would discover Azulon soon. What was going on? She had been 
under the impression that she was simply going to leave. 


Perhaps they were here to make sure she did just that. 


“With the unfortunate death of Fire Lord Azulon, Prince Ozai has requested that we escort 
you to a safehouse,” the guard said. He motioned towards a carriage. 


None of the others reacted to that news. They stood, waiting for her. 


This...had not been part of the deal. 


Ursa was taken to a house in a secluded part of the Fire Nation. It was spacious enough; it 
was well-furnished, was stocked with plenty of food, and she had a few servant girls to keep 
her company. The patio had bars on it. 


There was also a second, smaller house where guards were stationed. 


Looking around, Ursa could put together that this had been former Fire Lady Aalityah’s 
personal vacation home. 


Ursa was given rules — she would not be allowed out of the house unless it was an 
emergency. She would be monitored at all times. 


She was able to receive letters and packages, but any responses she had were to be vetted, 
approved, and written by one of her guards. 


If she had any special requests (as long as they were reasonable) the guards would provide 
whatever she needed. 


Looking around, it was clear that Ozai had been planning this for far longer than she initially 
thought. 


She settled into a chair and closed her eyes in her exhaustion. Ursa’s racing thoughts 
remembered an old guest house where Zuko had been locked away. Perhaps...this was the 
perfect punishment for her extensive list of failures. 


Ursa realized that she truly had been a fool to think Ozai wouldn’t have twisted his words to 
mean something else. 
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There was a knock at Azula’s door early the next morning, interrupting her desperately 
needed meditation. 


“Come in.” Azula didn’t bother with keeping the annoyance out of her voice. 
Ji-Sei entered and bowed. 


“T’m so sorry to inform you, Princess Azula,” Ji-Sei’s tone was somber, “But your 
grandfather passed away last night.” 


“Oh.” 


It was the only thing Azula could think of to say. 


Later that day when her lessons were over, Azula stared at the book Mother had given her — it 
was a children’s book: Spirit Tales for Children. 


She should burn it — 


It was a gift from Mother — 


It was childish, and Azula wasnt a child! 


She noticed a bookmark between the pages. 


Azula opened it and saw that the bookmark was decorative — a souvenir from one of many 
plays that their family had gone to see. It was from before. It was from a play called ‘Love 
Amongst the Dragons’ and Mother had taken them to see it every year until Zuko... 


Azula looked at the story that was marked because obviously — Mother had no reason to be 
reading silly children’s stories, and neither did Azula. 


So why stick the bookmark in at all? If the bookmark was the gift, then mother could have 
given it to her directly and not in some stupid book. 


She looked at the story that had been marked; which was a tale where a mother and her two 
children had to traverse through a forest every day to go into town and back home again. The 
villagers always made sure to only travel through the forest during the daytime and warned 
that they should never enter the forest at night. 


Otherwise, a Spirit would snatch an unfortunate villager who was in the forest after dark. 


One day, through an unfortunate series of events, the mother and her two children were 
running late. It was already dark by the time they were traversing through the forest. 


That was when a Spirit grabbed the children. 
The mother pleaded for the Spirit to spare her children. 


With a grin, the Spirit decided that the mother should choose which child should live, and 
which one it would eat. 


Faced with such an impossible choice, the mother couldn’t decide. 


But then she had a realization: the Spirit actually had a third option: she spoke with great 
determination and defiance as she offered up herself. 


As long as the children always had safe passage in and out of the forest for the rest of their 
lives, the mother would go with the Spirit. 


The children were freed as promised — but could not enter the forest. They could step forward 
and always find themselves on the other side. 


Azula stared, wondering what it meant — why — her mind desperately tried to figure it out — 
something had happened — and — 


What had Mother done? 


Any signs of Princess Ursa — Mother — ever being in the palace were removed, as if everyone 
was pretending that Mother didn’t even exist. No-one even made any mention of her. 


The shadows came, cackling, darker and far more twisted. 
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In the Fire Nation’s many traditions, a week was considered sacred. Weddings, funerals, 
certain holidays, and festivals more often than not, lasted a week. 


Funerals were a somber affair, quite obviously. The majority of businesses would close; with 
only a few exceptions, such as the market, since they sold necessary items. 


It was considered bad luck and very taboo to celebrate during a week of mourning, so any 
celebratory events would be rescheduled for the next week. 


The people of the Fire Nation wore their funeral garb, lit their memorial candles and mourned 
the passing of Fire Lord Azulon, (may Agni guide his soul). They bowed respectfully as Fire 
Lord Azulon’s pyre was lit, and the Fire Sages spoke of his journey into his next life. 


But then Ozai demanded that he be crowned that very day. 


The Fire Sages glanced at one another, wondering if they should question this — if they 
should put a stop to it — but Ozai once again demanded that he be crowned, interrupting any 
silent discussions they may have been having between themselves. 


And so, Prince Ozai was crowned Fire Lord on the same day just hours after Fire Lord 
Azulon was sent to Agni. 


Upon seeing this, the people of the Fire Nation found themselves in a very awkward and 
extremely uncomfortable situation. Normally, the crowning of a new Fire Lord was met with 
celebration; with as much noise and festivities as possible; again, for a week. 


But seeing as Fire Lord Azulon had literally just been cremated, the people did not know 
what they should do. 


The people whispered and it was collectively decided — that they should mourn the dead first 
and foremost. And so, the crowning of their new Fire Lord was not met with jubilancy. 


By the time next week had rolled around, there were no celebrations. Instead, the Nation’s 
attention was drawn to posters and graffiti that began showing up around the various districts 
around several towns. 


The scandal that had the masses talking was a crudely drawn picture that depicted Fire Lord 
Ozai kicking a clearly recently deceased Fire Lord Azulon off the Dragon Throne 
accompanied by the text: 
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“Fire Lord Azulon was barely a bag of bones when Fire Lord Ozai sat upon the throne.’ 


It was next to impossible finding the culprit (or culprits) responsible. The only thing anyone 
could really do was demand that the offending posters and graffiti be taken down. And 
anyone found in possession of the offending posters were to be fined several gold pieces. 
(And in some cases, imprisoned.) 


Out of earshot from their parents and any other elders, the children had a very forbidden 
rhyme that they gleefully chanted while playing their games. 
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Earth Kingdom; Shisan: 


Iroh and Zuko had pretty much settled into their new lives. Iroh had decided that he would 
open a tea shop — there was plenty of trade to be had. He already had at least one loyal 
customer in the Earth Kingdom — which could potentially lead to more customers because the 
man was a very well-connected businessman. 


This simple life was peaceful and should be one all strived for. 


Despite Iroh’s concerns, Zuko already had managed to make an interesting group of friends 
as well, something that Iroh was extremely thankful for. 


He sighed contentedly as he began making a batch of ginger-lemon tea leaves. 
There certainly was a process to preparing tea; boiling the water just right; steeping the tea... 


But the actual making of it — all the carefully measured steps, weighing each individual 
ingredient, finding the proper balance of flavors that brought out harmonies of taste once the 
boiled water was poured and timing it just right... 


He’d just got done preparing the batch which was just one part of the order to be sent out 
when the door to the shop burst open. 


Ten-Yu stood there for several seconds to catch his breath, and he did not look happy. 
Annoyance and concern clouded his features. In fact, he was still wearing his traveling 
clothes. 


“Did you run here?” Iroh asked, and he was about to offer a cold cup of water but didn’t get 
the chance. 


“Something’s happened, and it’s bad.” Ten-Yu said by way of greeting as he stepped forward 
and shut the door behind him. “Like the flower cult should really be made aware of it, bad.” 


He slammed a small stack of letters that were from White Lotus members onto the counter 
and shoved them towards Iroh. 


Iroh silently wished Ten-Yu would stop calling the White Lotus a ‘flower cult’ because that 
wasn’t what they were. And since there weren’t any customers in right now, Ten-Yu could be 
far more direct. 


Ten-Yu then unfolded and spread out on the counter what turned out to be a Fire Nation news 
article that announced Fire Lord Azulon had died, and now Fire Lord Ozai had been 
crowned. There was mention of Princess Azula looking regal as she accepted her new crown 
and title. 


Ursa hadn’t said anything about Azulon’s health being poor... 

As far as Iroh was aware, his father had been in excellent health. 

A sense of creeping dread prickled Iroh — there was absolutely no mention of Fire Lady Ursa. 
Ursa was simply not mentioned at all. 

Iroh checked the date and frowned. This had happened nearly a month-and-half ago. 


The residents of Shisan strictly kept to themselves, and the Fire Nation soldiers deployed to 
the Earth Kingdom had no reason to come to the town. Unfortunately, as a result, any news 
about anything concerning the Fire Nation was slow to reach them. It took people like the 
merchants travelling to other towns; along with soldiers and travelers who were reliable 
sources of information passing through for them to be caught up on anything. 


And then Iroh opened one of the letters — specifically the one from Ursa. There were none of 
her usual greetings — just a few notes about some moves she wanted to make in Pai-Sho that 
were messages about what certain people were doing — and as he read its full contents, his 
heart dropped. 


Ozai had forced her into killing Azulon — had forced her to make an impossible choice — 
Ozai’s cruelty did not seem to know any bounds. 


“I’m sorry that I can no longer do what you have asked of me, Iroh. If I had to choose 
between my children and the world, I would always choose my children first and foremost.” 
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The Fire Nation; at the Palace: 
The armor-clad stranger simply entered the palace as if his presence had been expected. 
No-one bothered to stop him. 


Sure, the stranger was a bit odd, but he was welcomed in. Unless the Fire Lord demanded he 
leave, the servants did their jobs. It was not their place to question things. 
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Azula sat waiting for the instructor so that her afternoon firebending lessons to begin. He was 
late. Bored, she checked her nails. Then counted the stone tiles that she could see directly in 
front of her. She then heard heavy footsteps — the instructor and Father, along with a man she 
didn’t recognize entered the training yard. 


“Apologies for being late, but there is someone the Fire Lord wanted you to meet,” the 
instructor said with a strange smile. “This is Rang-Sén.” 


A man wearing armor and a grinning Oni-mask stood there. Azula wasn’t sure what to think 
of him. Wasn’t it ill-mannered for a person to wear their helmet indoors unless they were 
working? 


“Nice to meet you, Princess Azula.” Rang-Sén said. “I was just having the most stimulating 

conversation with your father, and he mentioned that you were quite the Firebending Master. 
Most impressive. But there was expressed disappointment that your skills are not being truly 
challenged enough.” 


Azula sat up even straighter instinctively. “Of course, I have. Father expects nothing less.” 


“Princess Azula.” Father’s voice was commanding. “Rang-Sén is a firebending instructor, 
and since you have been lacking a challenge lately, he’s agreed to take you on as a student.” 


“Would you be so kind as to show me a demonstration? I’d love to see it.”” Rang-Sén 
requested with a purr. 


“Show him.” Father commanded, and Azula obeyed. 


Azula’s katas were flawless as always. 
She bowed and stood straight. 
Rang-Sén applauded. “That was beautiful.” 


His words tugged at her heart — she shoved the thoughts of the people who had abandoned 
her and /eft her alone — she shoved it all aside and focused on what truly mattered. 


“Princess Azula, I can already tell that your skills are truly unmatched. As such, it makes you 
the perfect candidate and brings me the upmost joy that my teachings will live on through 
you.” Rang-Sén rested his hand on his heart. 


“Would you allow me the honor of teaching you?” 


“Yes. Please. Thank you,” Azula said, because she was perfectly in control, but there might 
have been shameful desperation in her voice. 


“T look forward to teaching everything I know, Princess Azula. You will do your father 
proud.” 


There was a twinge at Azula’s heart — she was excited, hopeful — she would have jumped for 
joy if it weren’t improper for princesses to do so. 


Chapter End Notes 


Oshiroi - (A #}) is a powder foundation traditionally used by kabuki actors, geisha and 
their apprentices. The word "oshiroi" literally means "white powder", and is pronounced 
as the word for white (shiroi) with the honorific prefix o-. 


What Azula was dealing with: Trichotillomania can be related to emotions: Negative 
emotions. For many people with trichotillomania, hair pulling is a way of dealing with 
negative or uncomfortable feelings, such as stress, anxiety, tension, boredom, loneliness, 
fatigue or frustration. 

If Iroh had taken a closer look at that butterfly-wasp hairpin he would have realized that 
Zuko was giving his younger sister a weapon. 


The next chapter will bring in a few more OCs — I’m excited to finally introduce them. 


The Straw that Breaks the Donkey-Camel’s Back (is as Heavy as 
Lead) — Part 2: The Hairpin and the Tapestry 


Chapter Summary 


Her reflection creeps closer, with its uncannily straight-toothed grin. 
Azula can't escape it. 

She is shattering, and desperately trying to keep herself together. 
Azula can't hold on much longer. 

She holds the glass flower hairpin up to the sunlight, and is comforted. 


The tapestry tells a story of broken things, but they are still invaluable. 
Chapter Notes 


A few animals suffer a terrible fate in this chapter, because Rang-Sén can’t exactly 
practice on people. 


There are elements of horror spaced throughout. 
This chapter also introduces a personal favorite OC. I admit, I'm biased. 
A bit of a longer chapter, because you lovelies deserve it. 


Merry Christmas and have the Happiest of Holidays. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Previously: 


She glanced at the tapestries lining the wall — they each represented aspects of the Four 
Nations; of Benders working together manipulating the Lost Arts of their Elements. They had 
been gifts from the Southern Water Tribe. Each made with the Lost Art of Waterweaving by 
the women of the Southern Tribe. 


‘’We'll start with your sister. What is her name?’” Chiyoti leaned forward with some paper. 


‘A-Z-U-L-A. ’ 


She nodded, then made a few sketches on the paper. Then she asked, “’What is your wish for 
her?’” 


There were several things he wished for Azula. Mostly, Zuko wanted her to be safe. He 
thought of her being trapped there with Father. He didn t want her to be alone, or lonely. 


They hadnt been able to say their goodbyes to each other — he thought of those late nights 
they’d snuck out into the kitchens, and he missed her. He thought of the last time when — 
Father struck her. He wished he could have protected her and not been such a coward then. 


He wanted her to see how far he’d come with his own firebending. 


“Might I ask...” he wasn t sure how to properly say it. ““When you used Zuko ’s flames just 
then...it glowed with Spiritual Energy.” 


“Yes, it did,” Chiyoti simply replied. 
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“And you still made the hairpins.’ 


“Because Zuko was the one asking, we couldnt change it to you or anyone else. It would 
have been a meaningless, empty wish.”’ 
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Ada nodded. “Would have brought poor omens on those who received them.’ 


They didn t bother to explain beyond what they meant by that. But Iroh was focused on 
something else. 


“If Chantico influence is in those hairpins, do we — is there any concern?” 
The couple glanced at each other. 


Chiyoti let out a sigh. “That depends...on several things.’ 


“Zuko wished for their safety — that he could protect them. From what, or would that 

be who?” Ada scratched his beard. “Making something that holds such selfless desires is 
most certainly strong on its own. But to have something that not only holds those desires; but 
also has a Great Spirit 5 influence...then yes, there is some concern.” 


He shrugged and smiled gently. 


“Most certainly not for the ones receiving the gifts, but against those who might bring them 
harm. It’s nothing overly drastic, I assure you. The wishes just have a more powerful hold.” 


Interesting... 


“And what does that mean?” 


Chiyoti hummed thoughtfully, tapping her fingernails on the table. “A rudimentary way of 
explaining it is... Think of a wish being like the wind. Something you can t exactly see or 
touch, but feel. The wind has an effect on the world around us, in the trees, and pushing boats 
along. A wish that has a Spirits influence is like a hurricane; but the one who has the wish 
over them is more often than not constantly in the eye of the storm.” 


Uncle pulled Zuko close, assuring him that he was safe. 


The Lesser Spirits on Zuko 8 right, followed along after them; keeping their distance and 
sticking to the shadows as they lurked behind rocks and trees. 


The ones on Zuko ’s left however, kept a very wide berth. 


Iroh woke up from his slumber, disturbed by some odd noise. All those years in the army and 
wandering the world had instilled a sense for things happening far too close for anyone s 
comfort. 


He slowly sat up, and froze. A large Weasel-Snake Spirit hovered over his sleeping nephew. 
Its whiskers flowed out around it, as it sniffed Zuko 8 hair. It didnt seem to take notice of him, 
and Iroh wondered what he should do to make it leave. Would it attack him if he tried 
anything? 


Just then, Zuko mumbled in his sleep, and shifted, revealing the left side of his face. 


The Spirit s bright yellow-green eyes widened, and it screeched and hissed, splaying out its 
fur as if it had been viciously threatened. Its long limbs flailed about wildly, and the Spirit 
fled within seconds, disappearing behind several rocks. 


Relief and concern filled him. Relief that the Spirit hadn t tried anything. Mild concern, 
because of how intense that reaction was. At least, to some relief Zuko didn t have to worry 
about being attacked by such things. 


The armor-clad stranger simply entered the palace as if his presence had been expected. 
No-one bothered to stop him. 


Sure, the stranger was a bit odd, but he was welcomed in. Unless the Fire Lord demanded he 
leave, the servants did their jobs. It was not their place to question things. 


A palace guard spotted their impromptu visitor, and felt a disturbing shiver go up his spine. 
For some reason he couldn’t even begin to describe, he needed to leave. He promptly 
marched up to the head guard and declared, “I quit!” 


He couldn’t give a valid reason without sounding rude and petty, and maybe even a bit crazy 
because saying that a stranger “gave him the creeps” wasn’t a reason to quit what many 
considered a prestigious job. But he just felt a desperate need to get as far away from the 
stranger as possible. 


When asked why he was quitting so suddenly, all he could really say was, “Because I have 
to.” 


The now ex-guard quickly turned and left and gave a breath of relief once outside the palace. 
Once outside, it became apparent that he could suddenly breathe; like he’d been suffocating 
on something — and the foggy pressure against his mind was now gone. 


He’d have to find work elsewhere, but it just wouldn’t be at the palace. 
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A few days after Rang-Sén’s arrival, he began tutoring Azula. 


Fire Lord Sozin had created his own bending style, comprised of all the best and strongest 
offensive katas the Fire Nation’s various islands’ styles offered. He then declared his style to 
be absolute and everyone needed to learn it. 


Firebending came from aggression and anger; it was what fueled them. Fire Lord Sozin’s 
teachings were absolute. 


Rang-Sén’s teaching was...strange. Different than anything Azula had ever heard. 


Rang-Sén had the servants catch several sparrow-mice and kept them in a cage. 


“Fire comes from within, you see. All living things have an internal flame.” Rang-Sén 
pointed to one of the trapped sparrow-mice. “Observe.” 


Azula jolted when the sparrow-mouse lit up with purple-black flames. It writhed as it burned 
— the noise it made — the sounds the others made as they panicked and tried to fly away — 
banging against their cages shrieking — 


Azula did not think of that night — did not think of Zuko screaming — 


Focus! 


Do not cover your ears — you must not be weak. 


Because — 


Rang-Sén didn’t mention her twitching — her near slip-up towards imperfection. Maybe he 
did notice and was just waiting for her to slip up! 


Stop. 


She had to be in control. 


Azula forced herself to focus. 


“With internal fire, you always have a spark to ignite. You do not need the full power of the 
sun. If you can grasp it, you have control.” 


Azula watched as the sparrow-mouse finally (mercifully) stopped moving, leaving behind a 
small, smoldering, burned-black skeleton. 


“T-I don’t know...” something about that — this — it was wrong — Mother would be horrified — 
her gut twisted. 


“Don’t you want to make your father proud?” Rang-Sén asked with a near-taunting, teasing 
whisper, tilting his head. His smiling mask was expressionless. 


Azula didn’t like how he was looking at her. 


Judgmental. 


Knowing too much. 


Peeling it all away. 


“T will guide you on the path to greatness,” Rang-Sén’s voice was a sweet purr. “If you’ll let 
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me. 


Azula looked at him. 


Mother was gone. 


Rang-Sén was here. 


With Rang-Sén’s instruction, Heo-Lin lit a candle. 


“You will learn to center your Chi. The you will be able to pull the flame towards you, but 
first, you must learn the feel of another’s Fire.” 


Azula wore a blindfold, and mentally reached out for the flames. 


“You must refine yourself; like the swordsmith forging his blade. A strong blade must be 
struck again and again as it is formed; so that it may endure. So, you also must go through 


hardship so you will know how to truly stand and strike.” 


Rang-Sén’s voice sounded next to her ear as he whispered, “Feel how the flame moves and 
breathe with it.” 


She had to do this. She wouldn’t fail. 


Azula was sitting by the turtle-duck pond. She didn’t remember how she had gotten there, or 
why she was sitting there in the first place. 


It was too quiet. 


There were no guards or servants; not even the usual animals were hanging around. 


She was alone. 


The water rippled. 


Curious, Azula leaned down to look. 


Her reflection peered back at her. 


And it blinked. 


Azula woke up, feeling unnerved by the dream. Which was silly because it was just a stupid 
dream. 


She shouldn’t get so shaken up over silly dreams. 


Her lessons continued. 


“Tt must not be anger that fuels your flames. You must separate your fire from all emotion. It 
is in your willingness to consume without regret.” 


Azula stared at the purple-black flames as another sparrow-mouse writhed and burned — 
screaming — 


“Tt is to reach forth and take another’s Flame as your own — a life that serves no purpose 
should be snuffed out. As the future Fire Lord, this is your...prerogative.” 


Yes...that made sense. 


Maybe? 


But why should she...? 


Azula felt ashamed that she hesitated. 


Ever so gradually over the course of the following weeks, the dream kept repeating itself. 


Her reflection would blink, and then Azula would wake up. 


But then — 


Her reflection blinked, and slowly, her reflection’s mouth twitched ever so slightly into a 
smirk. 


In the waking world, Azula found herself carefully studying her reflection, just waiting for it 
to blink and smirk on its own. She berated herself for feeling so anxious and letting such 
childish nonsense affect to this extent. 


It had just been a weird dream. 


Rang-Sén didn’t tutor her every day. He came and went as it pleased him, it seemed. 
Curious, Azula stalked after him one day. 


Rang-Sén would spend hours talking to various people. He always stood so close and 
whispered to them. Azula didn’t dare get close enough to ever try and overhear what he 
might have been saying to them. 


Though, there were some who looked uncomfortable; and others who outright glared and 
were near-hostile as they demanded that Rang-Sén leave them alone. 


Rang-Sén never argued; he simply turned and walked away. 


It was only in a matter of weeks that people began greeting Rang-Sén as if he were an old 
friend. 


“Firebending is passion and destruction; a willingness to strive for what is possible. To 
achieve beyond your limits; and take what is rightfully yours.” Rang-Sén’s voice was so 
enticing, though his inflections hardly changed. “To use; to sacrifice; a willingness to do what 
must be done.” 


Heo-Lin lit a candle, and Azula mentally pulled at it. 


Azula was inexplicably sitting by the turtle-duck pond again. 
The shadows lurked and drew closer. 
Her reflection looked...closer, somehow. Bigger. 


Was that even possible? 


Azula’s breath shook, even as she tried to control it. 


Her reflection smiled fully at her with uncannily straight teeth. 


Azula shot up in bed, panting. Her hair stuck to her sweaty face and ends of it were in her 
mouth. She nearly scratched her face as she pulled her hair away. 


Panic laced through her as she felt her mouth, making sure that her teeth were all still there 
and still slightly imperfect. 


She gave a sigh of relief — but panicked when she felt a loose tooth. 


Stupid! She calmed down. Losing teeth was normal. She’d lost teeth in the past. A stupid 
dream, repetitive as it was, shouldn’t be getting to her like this. 


But over the following days leading into weeks, the recurrence of those dreams with their 
subtle yet gradual changes made the very idea of sleeping something to dread. 


At school, Azula performed every task that was asked of her. At least here, she could have 
some control. This was something precious — this was hers. She desperately needed to keep 
it. 


Azula liked to observe. This was a skill that she’d been taught — honed. Taught to spot little 
details however innocuous and seemingly unimportant. 


She noticed how none of the teachers could tell the Ty sisters apart. Or maybe they just didn’t 
bother to learn. The teachers would just call through the names of the Ty sisters until they 
finally found the one they wanted. 


Not even the other students bothered to try and tell the difference. 
It was obvious this practice annoyed the Ty sisters to no end. 


Azula couldn’t help but roll her eyes. The differences were obvious if someone knew what to 
look for. Little quirks that made the identical sisters identifiable. 


When Azula was tasked with handing out lessons that had pre-written names, she simply 
placed the lessons on the desk of each respective girl with neither a glance nor word back to 
observe their reactions. 


When she did care to look, the expressions of the Ty sisters were so amusing. Especially 
when Azula would always walked up to whichever one she needed to talk to and knew 
exactly which one she was speaking to. 


“How’d you know?” Ty Lee asked one day. 


And Azula flicked her hair as she responded, as if it were a silly question to ask. “Well, it’s 
obvious.” 


Azula was not weak. 


She kept waiting for her reflection to change on its own. 
Staring at it made sure she could keep a careful eye on — herself (it?) Observe the enemy. 


But waiting for it to move first — Azula was getting distracted. She couldn’t be distracted — 
but out of the corner of her eye, she was sure her reflection moved. 


Azula tried watching it — the reflection that Jooked like her but wasn’t her. 
There were Spirit Tales about this, weren’t there? 


She’d thought that it had been a silly, spooky story made up to frighten and coerce children 
into behaving who didn’t know the difference between fiction and reality. 


She kept waiting for her reflection to move first. 


Always be vigilant. 


“With a wave of your hand, and a flick of your wrist, like so — no movement is wasted. Pull 
their Flame towards you.” A sparrow-mouse tried to escape. Rang-Sén reached forward and 
twitched his fingers, and the bird burst into flames. “When you learn to bend with your full 

potential, you will burn only those you desire.” 


He pointed to a pair of caged lizard-rats. 


Only one burned, as the other quickly scrambled away, trying to avoid what would certainly 
be an inevitable fate. 


“The fire comes from within — it will not burn those you do not intend to. But if they touch it 
— it spreads like a wildfire in a dry field.” 


Azula didn’t know where to look, so she stared straight ahead. 


“By your mercy, they are spared. By their own indiscretion, they are consumed.” 


Heo-Lin lit a candle. 


Azula closed her eyes and tried reached forward to manipulate the flames on a candle without 
even moving her hands or twitching her fingers. She’d soon be practicing on lizard-rats and 
sparrow-mice. 


She thought of their screams, writhing and burning — no, she would not, must not be sick — 
this was something she must do — prove she wasn’t weak — make Father proud — she couldn’t 


A sudden, intrusive, forgotten memory came to her: 


“Careful, we should be kind to animals,” Mother said, and gently guided Azula’s hand across 
the iguana-cat’s back. It made a pleased purring noise, arching its back. 


“Tt feels so funny!” Azula said with a laugh. 
Zuko reached and scratched under its chin. He looked up at Mother. 
“Mother, can we get one?”’ 


Mother looked at him — 


Azula gasped at the sudden memory, and she couldn’t do it — couldn’t pull at the flames — 


Rang-Sén sounded so disappointed when he said, ““You’re distracted. We’ Il resume our 
lessons at a later time.” 


Should she truly feel this relieved that the lesson cut off and she failed? 


Gradually, Father was coming around less and less, and most of her lessons were coming 
from her instructors and Rang-Sén. 


Father was demanding her presence very rarely these days. 
Should Azula be worried? 

Was he angry? 

Had he heard about her failures? 


What was he doing? 


Father was cutting her out. Leaving her to guess and not fail his expectations. 


What was Father waiting for? 


She was back in the garden, surrounded by the eerie silence. Uneasily, Azula glanced around 
her. The garden was starting to look...unkept. The plants looked overgrown, the flowers were 
slowly wilting, and weeds were creeping in. 


The water seemed...darker. Deeper. Unwelcoming. 


Yet her reflection was still so clear. 


This was a dream. 


She certainly had enough dreams at this point to recognize it. But she couldn’t move; it felt as 
if some invisible force was holding her there. 


Staring with trepidation, Azula watch her reflection. Waiting. 


She blinked — and her reflection’s face was sticking out of the water. 


Azula shot up, gasping. 


It wasn’t even sunrise, yet. 


Meditate. She needed to meditate and be in control. 


Breathe in, breathe out. 


Repeat. 


Again, again, and again — calm down — it was a stupid dream! 


She was in control. 


Every hair was perfectly in place. Her clothing was fitted and perfectly straight. She walked 
and stood and spoke exactly as what was expected of her. 


She was perfect. 


Azula walked down the hall, with Ji-Sei a few feet behind her. As was expected of her 
attendant. 


Azula walked right by a mirror, and the shadows cackled and shifted and out of the corner of 
her eye, Azula caught the uncannily straight-toothed grinning expression of her reflection — it 
was here! 


Azula froze and whipped to face this intruder — her expression glared right back at her — 


Ji-Sei was speaking, but Azula was not hearing her — there was an enemy right there — 


Azula screamed, shooting purple-black-tinted blue flames at the mirror — which shattered — 
and her jagged reflections all stared up at her — Azula was outnumbered — she was alone. 


How was she supposed to defend against such an enemy?! 


“Princess Azula!” Ji-Sei cried out, gently pulling Azula towards herself and away from the 
shattered mirror. “Are you alright?” 


“T saw — I saw...” Azula wanted to say — tell someone — but who would believe her? 


They would mock her. 


She wasn’t crazy. 


When asked what had happened, Azula couldn’t think of what to say. 


“There was a rat-wasp.” Ji-Sei said. “And it flew right at us. I admit, I’m absolutely terrified 
of them.” Ji-Sei chuckled a little, as if she were embarrassed at having to admit such a thing. 
“Princess Azula was able to kill it — but at the cost of that mirror, I’m afraid.” 


Azula looked at Ji-Sei, who smiled in a way that reminded her too much of Mother. 


It seemed to be understandable that anyone would panic in the presence of a rat-wasp. Azula 
was not reprimanded. 


Ji-Sei placed a comforting hand on Azula’s shoulder as they left. 


“Why?” Azula whispered. 


“Because something is obviously going on — you don’t need any additional stress.” Ji-Sei 
frowned. “Princess Azula... if there’s something I can do for you, anything, I'll be here.” 


As a servant, anything Ji-Sei could say or do was limited. But she had offered, and Azula felt 
a familiar, near-forgotten feeling rise in her chest. 


Ji-Sei was an idiot. She didn’t understand or know anything. 


She didn’t understand, but Ji-Sei was kind, and willing to listen. 


Azula was grateful. 


Father never mentioned the mirror. 


She could handle this. 


Orin put makeup on her to hide the dark circles that slowly began forming under her eyes, 
and reminded Azula to get more rest. 


If only she could. 


Her attendants, guards, and Mai and Ty Lee (along with the rest of the Ty sisters) all 
expressed various amounts of concern. 


Rang-Sén said that she was doing a wonderful job. 


Everyone just. They just needed to stop being worried — she didn’t need their concern. 


Father was pleased about a kata and he expressed his approval to Rang-Sén. 


“Sozin’s style is...ineffective. Incomplete.” Rang-Sén said, and Azula stared at him. How 
could he even say such a thing? 


“The style is...it has too much wasted movement, you see. It still allows a target to have even 
the slightest chance to survive. An enemy who walks away survives for another day — only to 
continue in their opposition against you. Survivors will be able to adapt and share strategies — 
making them stronger — and decreases your chance of winning. You must not give them that 
chance.” 


Azula nodded slowly. 
“This is survival, and you must be worthy to survive.” 
Rang-Sén motioned around him, wide and very dramatic. 


“Weed out the weak and unnecessary.” But his voice was still calm and gentle. “You do not 
want to be burned, do you, Princess Azula?” 


No wonder Father burned those who deserved it. 


They were weak. 


Father led by example. 


Rang-Sén was simply giving her the most efficient tools. 


She would finally meet Father’s expectations. 


Her reflection crept closer. 


It stood on seemingly nothing within that inky-black water and her reflection started to look 
slimy in appearance as of late. It watched her as if it were taunting her because she couldn’t 
escape. 


She wanted to pull away so desperately. Some instinctual part of her knew — Azula wanted to 
scream and cry out — except her mouth felt like it was sealing itself shut. She could not call 
for help. 


Azula wanted to avoid all responsibilities today. She just didn’t feel like she could handle 
anything or anyone. She was too exhausted, too drained, and spread too thin and she needed 
to escape; she needed to be away to be alone, but she didn’t want to be alone she needed — 


So, she hid (actually, no — not hiding — avoiding entirely.) This was a tactical retreat, nothing 
more. 


She chose to avoid people in the servants’ quarters, choosing Ji-Sei’s room. Only because Ji- 
Sei reminded her of Mother. 


Mother had left her. 


Mother didn’t care. 


Azula was here, and Mother wasn’t, which was proof of that. 


But she missed Mother so desperately and she knew she shouldn’t. 


Azula hated that she was so weak to still be sentimental. 


Today was Ji-Sei’s day off, but she didn’t go out into the Caldera or anywhere else. Rather, 
she spent time here at the palace. 


Ji-Sei’s room was filled with metal parts. Bits and bobs that were clearly from their Navy’s 
ships that fit comfortably in her room without taking up too much space. All organized along 
shelves and polished to a shine. 


There was also an old poster on her wall from one of the Fire Nation naval recruitment 
campaigns. Others detailed various Fire Navy ship designs throughout the years. Her 
bookshelf was lined with books about the advancements of Fire Nation ships and technology, 
nautical life, and other such books. 


“You really shouldn’t hide from your duties, Princess. It’s very unbecoming.” Ji-Sei scolded 
gently with a smile, not looking at her. But she hadn’t told Azula to go away. 


“T can’t do people today.” Azula replied, her voice muffled because she was hugging her 
knees and burying her face. 


“T have those days too, but sometimes you have to grin and bear it.” Ji-Sei said as she read 
the text from a book. 


Azula heard her working; tinkering with tools as she worked on some metal part that she was 
probably only fixing up to add to her collection. 


The thought of her grinning other self — Azula decidedly shoved that thought to the back of 
her mind. 


“But...taking a break is important, too. You don’t want to work yourself so hard.” Ji-Sei 
hummed. “Princess-” 


Azula was reminded of Mother again. 


She was about to say something else when someone politely knocked at the door. Ji-Sei 
answered. After a quick greeting, they asked, “Ji-Sei, do you know where the princess is?” 


Azula wished they would just go away. Leave her alone. 


She wanted to scream and cry and unleash everything and then maybe it would all be better. 
But to snap and bend to her emotions was pathetic and show how little control she actually 
had. 


“My apologies. I haven’t seen her, unfortunately.” Ji-Sei then asked, “Should I help look?” 


“No, no,” the other servant quickly waved her off. “It’s your day off, and well...there’s no 
indication of foul play, so... I'll just alert the guards if I find anything worrying.” 


“Alright then.” Azula could see from her hiding spot Ji-Sei shift, looking thoughtful as she 
held a finger to her chin. “Have you checked the kitchens and the courtyard — and I mean 
behind the bushes by the walls — I know that’s where I would love to hide.” 


“*’..] guess we can try there...” the servant sighed. “Thanks again.” 


She shut the door and sat down at her desk again and resumed her reading and tinkering. 


“Thanks...” Azula muttered. A few seconds later, she asked, ““What about what you said 
earlier? About having to grin and bear it?” 


“Tt’s not always a luxury I can afford, but if it’s something I can offer to someone else...” Ji- 
Sei shrugged. “Besides, you seem as if you need a break.” 


Her brow furrowed. “Are you okay, by the way? I mean...really, really okay?” 


Ji-Sei didn’t care. 


Yes, she did. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have offered. She wouldn’t have asked. 


Azula thought about sharing her dreams — but then, that was a stupid thing to share. She was 
old enough to not be bothered by silly dreams. 


Instead of answering her, Azula stood up to look at what Ji-Sei was working on. She didn’t 
look at Ji-Sei, because Ji-Sei would ask — she would pry — and — Azula needed to prove that 
she could do this; that she could beat a stupid dream and overcome the challenges. 


“What are you uh, working on?” Azula awkwardly asked. “It looks very...broken.” 


Ji-Sei chuckled. “Yes, it is. These cylinders and gears have been out of commission for nearly 
twenty years, now. They’re pieces from a Naval tender. I just like to repair and polish them. 
It’s very relaxing.” 


Pointing to something else. “And what are these?” 


Ji-Sei gently picked up the odd, clearly broken contraption. “This is just one small part of the 
radio that goes into the communications room in a ship. Amazing how much such a small 
part helps everything, and everyone function. Though, this one is from one of the earlier 
ships, so it was quite rudimentary.” 


Azula leaned on the desk. “Did you work on the ships, or something?” 
“No, but my husband and then my son did, once upon a time.” 


“My husband helped design and build several grand ships. Those are his designs on the wall 
— though, they never got accepted because — various reasons.” 


That didn’t seem like what Ji-Sei wanted to say. She instead laughed a little. “My son, I think 
he joined the Navy just so he could see the world. I honestly felt as if my boys were leaving 
me behind; and there was my son becoming a man before my eyes! I ended up helping my 
son study — he wanted to be a mechanic on one of his father’s ships.” 


Ji-Sei picked up a long bolt. She didn’t seem to be talking to Azula, anymore. “I wanted to 
connect with my son. He was so happy when I wanted to learn about everything he was 
studying.” 


Ji-Sei smiled, looking nostalgic. “Both of them were so creative! We began working on little 
things together, all three of us. It’s funny, what odd things families can bond over. I guess... 
doing this helps me stay connected to their memory.” 


A small part of Azula felt envious that Ji-Sei had something so special. 


““W-what happened to them?” 


Ji-Sei’s expression darkened. “My husband died in a-an accident. And my son — his crew — 
they died near Yuchi Bay. It was a nasty battle. Only the...” 


Something dark and bitter obviously seeped from Ji-Sei’s words. She sucked her teeth, and 
then smiled so forcibly. 


“Well. They’re both gone, now. It was years ago, anyway.” Ji-Sei smiled, but it was different, 
this time. “I think...it’s time for you to begin your lessons for today, Princess Azula. Thank 
you, for spending time with me today.” 


“This is a time you must not hesitate. Strike true without remorse. Regret will only make you 
hesitate. Regret will get you killed.” 


Rang-Sén looked at her. 


“You are hesitating.” 


Azula stared at the lizard-mouse. She gulped. Slowly, she reached forward — pulling at its 
Flame — and it writhed and screamed — she wasn’t — she wasn’t doing it right! 


She was cooking it from the inside out. 


Failure. 


The memory slammed into her — 


Father reaching for Zuko, his hand on fire — the stench of burned fabric and flesh. Zuko 
screaming — it was warped and entirely wrong. 


“You ’re turning Azula into a monster!” Mother said. 


Azula suddenly threw up — she didn’t have time to do anything. 


Rang-Sén cocked his head as he watched her wheeze and gag. 


“How disappointing. I did not think you were one to accept failure.” Rang-Sén whispered so 
harshly. 


Azula’s gaze shot up to look at him, in shock. 


Ji-Sei ran up to Azula then, making sure she was okay. 


“Are you okay, Princess Azula?” Rang-Sén asked, his voice laced with concern. 


Had...had she imagined him saying...? 


“We will resume this lesson...soon. Meanwhile, I want you to practice on those birds, and I 
expect results at our next lesson — I know what you are capable of Princess Azula.” Rang-Sén 
said. “I know that I can get a little...pushy, at times,” and he chuckled, and spoke gently. 
“But that is because I want you to succeed, and I don’t want you to hold yourself back.” 


Ji-Sei scowled up at him, clearly angry, but she held her tongue. 


“Ji-Sei?” Azula’s voice scraped as she spoke. “Why — were you — do you not like Rang- 
Sén?” 


Rang-Sén was teaching Azula. He had grand expectations of her. Father would finally, finally 
be proud. 


He hadn’t summoned her in — in weeks. 


Was he abandoning her? 


Azula wanted — needed this. 


Ji-Sei was — holding her back. 


Just like Mother. 


Wasn’t she? 


But she was concerned? For her? For something else? 


Ji-Sei looked nervous as she smiled. “I dare not speak rudely against Fire Lord Ozai’s 
honored guest.” 


This time, the garden had patches of brown grass while also being overgrown. The flowers 
were nearly wilted. 


A dried-up brown petal from a flower no longer identifiable dropped to the ground and 
turned to dust. 


This time, Azula’s reflection grabbed her wrist with a slimy hand. 


Azula shot up out of bed, checking her wrist for bruises and even nail-marks because of 
frighteningly real that slimy hand had felt. She could have sworn that she’d felt claws digging 
into her wrist. 


There was nothing there. 


She was — Azula told herself repeatedly that she wasn’t crazy. Her fingers reached up to tug 
at her hair, but she stopped. 


She had to be in control. 


Rang-Sén expected great things from her. 


A few days later, Azula had earned the right to have the day off. 


She lurked behind a pillar, watching Rang-Sén. He approached a Fire Nation Colonel and his 
Lieutenant. 


Azula couldn’t hear exactly what was being said, but the Colonel practically snarled, “Get 
away from us you freak.” 


The Lieutenant was also on edge — she looked nervous as she glared at Rang-Sén. She even 
had a hand on her sword. 


There was a threat housed in the Colonel’s tone, and Rang-Sén didn’t even react to being 
insulted. He just walked away as if nothing had even happened. How could he not react to 
such an insult?! Rang-Sén was the Fire Lord’s honored guest! 


The Colonel and the Lieutenant both continued on their way, walking at a brisk pace towards 
the Fire Lord’s War Room. They were lucky that Rang-Sén probably wasn’t going to tell 
Father. Azula probably could reprimand them, but that would take too much time. She 
needed to follow after Rang-Sén. 


Over the course of the following days whenever she had a chance, Azula observed as Rang- 
Sén approached people throughout the palace. He stood so close to them, and he must have 
been whispering, because Azula could never hear a word that he said. Any closer, and Rang- 
Sén and whoever he was talking to would catch her. 


There were people who looked uncomfortable with Rang-Sén’s presence, and others who 
openly demanded that Rang-Sén leave them alone, often sounding angry and even scared. 


How dare they?! She was incensed for the sake of Rang-Sén, who never reacted to the 
disrespect. 


Another part of her wondered what was wrong with Rang-Sén that elicited such a negative 
reaction from certain people. 


Others easily accepted his friendly invites for conversation. 


A few that had initially looked uncomfortable eventually accepted his attempts at 
conversation and soon greeted him with a smile. 


Ji-Sei never seemed comfortable around him. 
So Azula asked. 
“He’s just...I don’t even know how to properly describe it.” 


She felt such an inexplicable need to defend him, even though the man more often than not 
terrified her with his lessons. 


She needed his lessons. 


“He’s teaching me advanced firebending!” 


Ji-Sei looked sad, and her expression looked as if she wanted to say something. Instead, she 
shook her head finally saying, “Yes, he is.” 


Father was having a party that only the Military Officials were invited to. There were also 
business officials, politicians... it was all about schmoozing, and Azula felt so much relief 
that she didn’t have to be on display. She could just, not be there. 


The turtle-duck pond had become a place to dread ever since her dreams had warped it into... 
Azula instead chose to stay in her room and read a few scrolls. 


The turtle-duck pond looked murky as if it hadn’t been cleaned in months, and a burned- 
rotten smell weighed down around her. 


The reflection reached for her once again, slimy hands clamping around her wrist tight 
enough to bruise; sharp nails piercing her wrist. 


A voice that sounded like slime whispered from the pond — 


Once again, there wasn’t anything there. 


The next day, it was Orin who came to her, and not Ji-Sei. 


Something was wrong. It was obvious by Orin’s expression. 


“What happened?” Azula asked. ““Where’s Ji-Sei?” 


“She left.” Orin said tightly, and she wouldn’t answer anything further. 


Azula knew that she had somewhere to be — but — it was a lie. It had to be. Ji-Sei had 
promised. 


She ran to Ji-Sei’s room and burst through the door without knocking, startling the servants 
who were...cleaning it up. 


There were boxes of parts that were just tossed in without a care. 


Ji-Sei had lied. 


She had left her just like Mother did. 


“What happened?” Azula demanded harshly. “Where’s Ji-Sei?!” 
The servants glanced uneasily at each other before looking back to her. 
“Maybe...” someone started. 


“Just tell me.” Azula bit out. 


“You didn’t hear this from me,” one said with a whisper. “Ji-Sei tried to kill a high-ranking 
Admiral. She’s been arrested, and subsequently fired. Obviously.” 


“She just simply snapped,” the other added. “I have no idea why.” 


Ji-Sei had left her. 


Alone. 


Just like Mother. 


Except... 


“What are you going to do with her things?” Azula’s voice didn’t shake. 


Stupid sentimentality made her cling to the things that shouldn’t matter but still did. 


“Well, probably scrap it or something. Most of its useless junk, I think.” 


Azula glanced at the posters. It was a stupid, sentimental thing. 


Ji-Sei deserved to be forgotten. She had left Azula alone. 


Azula didn’t want to forget. Ji-Sei had always given her support whenever she’d had the 
chance and made excuses for her just so Azula could have... Even a little peace, temporary as 
it was. 


“Can I have the posters?” 


“Go ahead, take whatever you want. Ji-Sei doesn’t have any family for us to send this stuff 
to, anyway.” 


Azula took the posters and kept them in her room. They were hidden. This was her little 
secret. 


Azula returned from school and a young woman was there to greet her. 


“Welcome home, Princess Azula!” she grinned brightly. “I’m Lilin, and I’ll be your attendant 
starting today! Isn’t that exciting? Please, let me know if you need anything.” 


Azula had no idea how someone could be so...so happy, like Lilin was. 
She always smiled brightly. 


Lilin would open the curtains in Azula’s room with extra flourish, saying, “What a 
wonderfully beautiful day, isn’t it?” 


Lilin wasn’t a Firebender, but she seemed to have more than enough optimistic energy to 
rival ten Firebenders. 


She stuck close to Azula, always making sure she had something — snacks, a drink of water, a 
towel...whatever Azula might have needed. 


Lilin was too happy, too nice...what did she want? There had to be a reason why she was so 
nice. Beyond her responsibility as Azula’s attendant. She couldn’t figure Lilin out. 


Lilin liked to talk whenever she could. 


It was annoying. 


But it wasn’t silent. Azula didn’t drown in her careening thoughts. 


It was a pleasant distraction. 


“Your firebending is so amazing, Princess Azula. My younger brother is a Firebender too. 
He’s just joined the Army, and it’s so exciting and such a big deal for him. I think he’s going 
to do great things. It’s been just me and him for a long time, you know.” 


No, Azula didn’t know. It made her want to roll her eyes, but she listened anyway. 


“We used to race each other out by the lily-bee flower fields. Have you ever seen those 
flowers? No? Oh, they’re beautiful. They look like humming-bee butts dipped in purple 
paint! And seeing fields of them in the sunset — it’s like a dream. It makes me wish I could 
somehow fly over them.” 


“Do you know about these plants? My aunt used to love these types of ferns, even though 
they’re so hard to care for. It really must show a lot of love if someone invests that much time 
and dedication to a plant. Just think if people invested that much time and dedication in 
helping other people. The difficulties of life would be easier to handle, I think.” 


Lilin was always there, straightening and adjusting Azula’s clothes even when she didn’t 
need to. She carried a few extra pins in her own dark-brown hair so that she could tuck away 
loose strands of Azula’s hair for when she went to train and perform katas. 


“Not a hair out place, right?” she asked with a teasing wink. “A lady is always prepared to 
look her best and even improvise if she has to.” 


Lilin used a special hair cream to help keep Azula’s hair smoothed down. 


“This is cheating.” Azula said. How was she even supposed to know if she was executing 
katas properly if her hair didn’t ever move the slightest bit out of place? 


And Lilin responded with a laugh and didn’t try to justify its use. “Maybe.” 


Azula used the hair cream whenever she had to perform katas for Father whenever he 
summoned her. 


(Why was he summoning her less and less these days? Did Azula do something wrong? It 
was almost starting to get that she wondered if she’d have to beg Father just to have a little 
time for her.) 


Lilin tucked away little snacks wrapped in cloth packages into Azula’s clothes and made sure 
she didn’t look lumpy. 


“A lady should be able to enjoy something sweet to her heart’s desire and freely listen to her 
stomach’s demands.” Lilin said as if she were some ancient and crusty philosopher. 


Azula couldn’t help a small smile as Lilin chuckled to herself. 


Being able to sneak snacks was a fun game. 


Azula pulled at the squirrel-rat’s Flame — she felt it burn. 


But — she wasn’t sure — this feeling in her stomach wouldn’t go away. 


“You're still hesitating. There’s no need to hold back when you’re ridding the world of 
vermin.” Rang-Sén said. 


“.. Youre not talking about squirrel-rats.” Azula stated the obvious to press for conversation 
and to hopefully gain information. 


“Of course not.” Rang-Sén replied and did not explain. 


“Then who?” 


“Who do you despise most?” 


There was something housed within the tone of his reply that sent slimy-feeling shivers 
crawling up Azula’s spine and she could not answer. 


In this dream, the grass was a faded green with large, brown patches that looked like 
decaying sores. The trees had mostly dried up, and dead leaves drifted to the ground. 


The silence was deafening, suffocating, oppressing. 


As was expected, the reflection reached for Azula. 


The slimy grip was tight and painful and made her bleed. 


And then it yanked Azula into the water with a loud splash and the murky water 
encompassed her. 


Azula woke up in the dark, tangled in her covers. She thrashed as she panicked. She couldn’t 
call out for help; her voice didn’t work. 


She fell off her bed, finally freed out from under the covers. 
Shakily, Azula stood, not trusting herself to stand. 


Checking her wrists, and to her horror and relief there was nothing there. Yet she could feel a 
hand clamped around her wrist. She was sure of it. 


She wasn’t crazy. 


Meditate. That was something she could do. 


It did not help. 


One day, Lilin came to her with a package. 


“This came for you a few weeks ago,” Lilin said with a smile. “I finally got permission to 
give it to you.” 


What had...oh. Right. She’d gotten top marks in her most recent class. 


Father was pleased. 


Azula slowly opened the package. Both she and Lilin shared a collective gasp. It was a glass 
hairpin. Slowly, Azula lifted it up so that the sunlight could shine through it. It was made up 
of various flowers and shined in a way unlike anything Azula had ever seen. When she held 
it, there was a...feeling that came over her. 


She could swear that somehow, she felt Zuko patting her head just like he used to before 
everything fell apart. There was warmth, comfort, and gentle encouragement. 


She felt — almost like a cloud had lifted from her mind. Not completely, but there was a 
gentle caress across her mind. 


She felt...safe, somehow. 


As Azula held the hairpin up to the light, she studied the flowers and the glass they were 
made of. Her fingers brushed across the petals. There were intricate patterns and colors 
somehow woven throughout the flowers. How was that even possible? Azula had never in 
her life seen any glass like that before. She wondered how much a Noble would pay just to 
have something like this. 


There was no note, but somehow, she knew the hairpin was from Zuko. 


Things looked...different. Azula couldn’t place it. The air around her wasn’t so oppressive. 


Azula passed by her reflection, and she stopped to examine herself — looking at the hairpin in 
her hair. 


She stopped. 
She was looking at her reflection, and her reflection looked back — just as it used to. 


Confused, but relieved, Azula quickly went on her way, with Lilin by her side. 


It was a silly thing. But Azula took the hairpin to bed, that night. It was silly to take comfort 
from a hairpin of all things. She would have laughed at anyone else if... 


Zuko hadn’t forgotten her. 


Azula kept the hairpin next to her pillow. Even in the darkness it shimmered as if there was 
sunlight shining on it. 


Azula was sitting in the garden again. She felt a certain dread as her reflection slowly rose 
out of the water. Its slimy grip wrapped tightly around her wrist and yanked her into the 


murky depths. 


Azula thrashed as it began dragging her down. The water was thick and heavy and sunk in on 
her. It was alive, and was dragging her down. 


She was suffocating. 

The walls were moving, wrapping around and writhing. 
She couldn’t scream. 

Please — somebody help her! 


Whatever was at the bottom of the pond Azula absolutely Anew she didn’t want anything to 
do with it. 


She fought and reached up with her other hand, frantically trying to grab on anything to stop 
herself from meeting whatever was waiting at the bottom. 


Just then, a hand shot through the surface above her, gripping her arm and desperately, Azula 
held on tight and refused to let go. 


They yanked her out of the depths. 


Her vision cleared and the other person — 


Zuko? 


Azula woke up. She hadn’t thrashed around that night. A sense of calm was over her. 


Out of habit, Azula checked her wrists. As usual, nothing was there. But there was different 
sense of relief this time. 


Azula went through her day; meditating, training, going to school. 
It was...quiet. Peaceful. 


The shadows were still there, lingering at the edges. They still judged and whispered, but 
they kept their distance. 


Azula felt as if she were lost, somehow. Adrift, and searching for something she couldn’t 
exactly name. 


In her dream this time, Azula wasn’t alone. 
The garden looked less...unmaintained and more alive than it had ever been lately. 


Zuko was sitting next to her. She couldn’t exactly see his face, but she could tell that he 
looked older. There was a small smile on his face. 


How...how was he here? 


Azula’s reflection slowly rose out of the water again. Her reflection was twisted to near 
unrecognizability and looked furious. As usual, Azula couldn’t move no matter how much 
she tried. 


The slimy reflection’s hand clamped around her wrist, and before it could even begin to pull 
her; Zuko’s hand suddenly grabbed the reflection’s arm. Azula glanced at Zuko. He looked 
angry. This wasn’t an expression Azula had ever seen on Zuko before. 


Fire shot out of Zuko’s grip — the flames looked different — a shimmering golden-red with a 
strange, otherworldly blue-tinted glow — and the reflection screeched so hatefully and angrily 
and released its hold on Azula. 


Slowly, it sunk down. 


The water slowly cleared to its usual shimmery blue and Azula did not view her reflection 
with dread. She found that she could finally move. 


Slowly, Azula looked over at Zuko. 


He had a small smile on his face again. He reached up and ruffled her hair just like he used 
to. 


Freely sitting out in the garden like this was something Azula had wanted to do ever since... 
Sounds of songbirds were drifting in but were fading. 


A flock of turtle-ducks swam in the pond, creating ripples. 


“T miss you.” Azula admitted quietly. 


Azula woke up. Tears were running down her face. Not sad tears, but ones of relief. And 
contentment. 


She felt — safe. But also confused. What exactly...? 


She held the hairpin close once again. 


The hairpin felt like a secret. She hid it during the daytime because she had to wear her 
crown. She didn’t want it to be taken away. It offered a sense of security. 


Rang-Sén’s lessons continued, except — Azula didn’t know how to describe it. He made her 
nervous; more than he ever had before. 


An rotten smell sometimes hung over her, making Azula have anxiety about her smelling like 
something had died. Even though Orin and Lilin and all her attendants said otherwise. 


Whenever Azula had to take a bath, she scrubbed and tried to get clean, convinced that the 
smell was lingering all over her. 


She thought she surely had to be imagining it when Rang-Sén’s voice warped strangely at 
times. 


There was a creeping sense of run away and avoid him. 


Azula was in the garden again, and Zuko was now always with her. The reflection would 
glare and spit curses, with a slimy-sounding voice that was warped and unnatural. Whenever 
the reflection tried to reach out, Zuko would grab its arm and burn it with those flames that 
offered comfort and warmth. 


Her mind slowly began to quiet, and she felt at ease knowing that Zuko was there. 


It was storming heavily outside, today. Azula sat out on her balcony and watched as lightning 
ripped across the gray sky and listened to the resounding booms. Occasionally, she could feel 
the rumbles through the floor. 


She watched as water flowed rapidly through the trenches. It was nice that she didn’t have to 
be outside. Azula reached out and let water droplets land in her cupped palm. She watched in 
calm fascination as water dripped from her hand and closed her eyes and listened as the rain 
pelted the rooftops around her. 


Azula heard someone come up behind her. She turned and spotted Lilin. 
“You're late.” 

It was more of an observation than anything. 

“Oh...1’m sorry.” Lilin mumbled an apology. “I...I won’t let it happen again.” 


“T’m not accusing.” Azula said, turning to face her. Using a bit of firebending, Azula dried 
off her hand. She was not going to wipe her hand dry on her clothes; she wasn’t a ruffian. 


She then sat down on her chair and picked up a schoolbook so Lilin could help her study for 
an upcoming very important test at school. 


Lilin took the book from her with shaking hands. 


Her voice shook as she read, and her words hitched tightly into themselves. Lilin apologized 
again and again and kept starting over but couldn’t even get halfway through the first half of 
the opening sentence. 


Looking at Lilin closer, Azula noticed how puffy and red her eyes were, and how forced 
Lilin’s smile was. This was problematic. It seemed that Lilin was distracted, and that 
wouldn’t do. She needed to be focused if she were to help Azula study, or get anything done, 
really. 


Something else struck Azula, then — if Lilin was so upset yet trying to hide it and failing... It 
wasn’t like Azula cared, or anything. 


“If you have a problem, you might as well just say it.” Azula said dismissively. 


She was a princess. Listening to the problems of the servants was below her station. But 
maybe she cared just a Jittle. 


Lilin shook her head. “I-I couldn’t possibly...” 


“Well, this test is important, and I intend to pass it with full marks.” Azula stated with 
practicality. “Nothing will get done and nothing will be learned if you can’t even begin to 
read in the first place.” 


Lilin looked guilty as she nodded. “My-my younger brother...I just got word he-he died. He 
was in the 41*' division. He’s — was — only eighteen. Not even that — he was — was going to be 
eighteen next w-week. 


“He — and the others. A-all of them were new recruits.” 


Lilin forced a smile as tears started running down her face. “I-I’m supposed to be proud, 
right? I’m supposed to be happy and honored that he-he died fighting for this glorious 
country. But I—I can’t. I don’t know how to be.” 


Lu-Ten died too...and everything...fell apart. 
Azula looked up at Lilin with wide eyes. 


“Why-why...?” Lilin’s voice cracked. “I’m going to-to be disrespectful and dishonorable — 
and — I want my brother back — he — was all I had left — and he-he’s gone! I don’t want a 
stupid piece of paper commending his service and sacrifice!” 


Azula didn’t know how to respond to that — that was speaking against the Fire Lord... If 
anyone ever found out, Lilin might be investigated for treason. 


“T don’t know what I’m supposed to do, now.” 


Azula didn’t know what to say. All she could think of doing was hugging Lilin. Lilin 
collapsed to the floor, sobbing as she hugged Azula tightly. 


Is...is this the way it’s supposed to be? Azula couldn’t help but wonder. Mother used to pat 
her head, and that was comforting, so maybe that would help. Azula patted Lilin’s head 
awkwardly, not knowing if she was doing it right or not or if it was even helping at all. 


As she listened to Lilin’s sobs — she wondered why — why Agni would demand such sacrifice 
when it caused so much pain? 


If...1f serving Agni caused this — battered, broken, unmendable pain — why — did they have to 
do it? Was it what Agni wanted, or what the Fire Lord demanded? 


It was a frightening, confusing, traitorous thought. Could Father read her mind? Did he know 
she was having such thoughts? Would he come storming into this room and would he even 
give her a chance to explain herself? 


Would he let her beg for mercy? 


But Lilin expressed her anger and loss and Azula had her traitorous questions and she waited 
with bated breath for several minutes and Father didn’t storm into the room with burning 
fury. 


Something unnamable came over Azula. A strange, possessive feeling. As she held Lilin, she 
squeezed tighter. She had the selfish, possessive thought of mine. 


No-one was allowed to take Lilin away from her. 
Lilin, was quite embarrassed for crying onto Azula like she did, and she was apologetic. 


Not knowing how to properly respond, she tried for flippancy, but it only came out as 
awkward as she replied, “Well, now that that’s over with we can get back to studying for my 
test.” 


“Of course, Princess.” Lilin said with a small smile. “Thank you.” 


Azula’s face grew hot — her heart felt light, like — the fact that she could help someone just by 
listening and being there... 


Lilin began to read. Properly, this time. Azula took notes, trying not to focus on the strange 
emotions that had come over her. 


Azula had performed perfectly well on the test, which was what was expected of her. So, she 
had earned the right to accompany her class to Kameunagi. It was good to see those who 
support their great Nation from the sidelines, the principal had said. 


Their teacher spoke with an air of arrogance as she led the class from the boat towards the 
small island’s main district. 


“The Black Rock Waterbenders at one point simply worked with fish and performed other 
menial jobs. Up until near seventy or so years ago, when they began to put forth some of the 
finest woven materials for people - mostly nobility, to use.” Her tone and expression changed 
slightly into one of not exactly condescension but near it. “Though, they will make clothing 
and decorations and the like for common folk. Anyway! Seamstresses often order their 
textiles from here all the time. 


“Why, even the Fire Lords and Ladies of the past have worn things they have made. I’ve 
heard that they’ ve woven Fire Lord Azulon’s tapestry that hangs in the palace.” 


The Waterbenders here looked vastly different than the ones in Irukakuma. The ones in 
Irukakuma wore red like proper Fire Nation citizens. 


The people here wore various shades of red and blue and tan. Their clothing was lined with 
odd, intricate, angular patterns — truly showing off their sewing skills, Azula supposed. 


They wore their rather...choppy-looking hair just passed chin-length; but small sections of 
their hair was longer in the front, braided, and pinned back. Though, Azula did see some with 
freely hanging braids; though the braids were just about the same length as the rest of their 
hair if they did. The braids were decorated with beads of various colors. 


Both men and women had hoop earrings of varying sizes in their ears, along with a few other 
piercings. 


But another thing that especially stood out — and it made her classmates gawk and not so 
subtly whisper amongst themselves — the people had intricate tattoos along their arms — and 
even their faces. 


Several women had a smile tattooed on their mouths, various shapes tattooed to their cheeks, 
chins, foreheads — and any combination thereof. 


Azula had been taught that only gangs and pirates got tattoos, marring their bodies as rites of 
passage and the like. 


But these tattoos were unlike anything Azula had ever seen in the illustrations contained 
within her books. They were too elaborate (and admittedly beautiful) to be something a 
savage would get just because. 


The class got to break off from the main group for a while, but they had to have a “buddy.” 
Azula walked with Mai and Ty Lee, taking in the sights. 


Ty Lee was enthusiastic about everything while Mai occasionally added a very bland, “cool” 
about something. 


They began to pass by a woman who was using casually using waterbending to paint some 
sort of animal skin as she sat outside a house. 


She wore a...Azula believed it was called a matanpushi, or something. Azula at least had 
studied a little, wanting to be prepared if one of the teachers suddenly decided to quiz the 
students. 


She had three loosely hanging thin braids decorated with a few beads on either side of her 
head, but they were pinned back. The woman also had one of those smiling face tattoos; a 
sort of vertical stripe down her chin; and strange symbols on her cheeks and on her forehead. 


Azula could also see that her hands were heavily tattooed, and her sleeves likely covered 
even more of her tattoos. 


Her blue eyes were especially intense, in contrast with her darker skin as she briefly glanced 
at them as they observed her work for a few minutes. She was painting a picture of what 
looked to be a boat out at sea, and it was such a strange yet beautiful thing. 


“That’s a very interesting hairpin you have there, Little Fire.” 
Her voice was accented slightly, and she smiled at Azula. 


Azula reached up and touched her hairpin — the glass flowers that had brought her so much 
comfort as of late. 


“May I ask where you got it?” 

Azula was so startled, she didn’t respond right away, but Mai jabbed her shoulder. 
“M-my brother.” 

“How curious. Now I’m wondering how he even managed to get it.” 

She knew something — Azula just didn’t know what it was. 

“What are you painting?” Ty Lee asked. 


“Tt is a gift for my husband and his crew, a wish.” the woman explained, motioning to her 
drawing, “It is a hopeful story that their upcoming expedition will be successful in finding 
many fish; that no storms will come; and if they do, they will safely navigate through them 
and return home to their families, intact.” 


“Tt’s beautiful...” Ty Lee said mesmerized. 


It really was, if not a little unrefined. Hanging animal skin; dried or otherwise, seemed...so 
barbaric. 


“Ts there a way I could get one?” Ty Lee asked. 
“Yes, of course. I could make you a personalized tapestry.” 


“Why can’t you just give her that one?” Azula asked, motioning to the one she was working 
on. “You could always just make a new one, right?” 


It just seemed more practical. It was what several people at the palace would do, anyway. 
“Azula!” Ty Lee hissed, looking a little embarrassed. 


The woman raised her brow. She didn’t appear to be insulted or angry. “A gift and a request 
are two entirely different things, Little Fire. It’s ill luck to take a gift meant for someone else; 
to steal a tapestry hanging in someone else’s home.” She winked mysteriously and had a 


small smile. “That has been how several ships’ crews drowned, taking what isn’t rightfully 
theirs. Pity for the thieves and blessed luck for the ones stolen.” 


Alright. This woman was weird. With the way she spoke, talking about tapestries and people 
drowning. 


“Azula, Mai!” Ty Lee turned to them and clasped her hands pleadingly. “Let’s get tapestries 
made!” 


“Why?” Mai asked, sounding more confused than annoyed. 


“Now, now,” the woman said, “Personalized tapestries can’t just be made. They are personal 
—and that means you bring me the materials. What is it made of? Paper? What kind? Cloth? 
What is the material of that cloth? Animal hide? What is the animal? Do you like thread or 
ink? Something else? Bring those to me, and I will make you a fine tapestry.” 


But she looked disturbingly especially serious, even as she held a small smile. As if she were 
daring them to take up her offer. 


“T will tell you this as a warning: there is the matter of what kind of tapestry you want. A 
blessing upon your house or something else in your life? Like the wish I have for my 
husband and his crew to safely return to me. Is it for great success? Or...a revelation of 
something hidden deep within yourself?” 


Mai remained mostly indifferent, but there seemed to be a part of her that was interested. Ty 
Lee was nearly bouncing on her feet. 


Azula wanted — she didn’t really know. 
“S-something hidden deep within?” Her voice shook as she asked the question. 


The woman looked at Azula, and it felt as if layers and layers — everything that kept her safe 
— it was being pulled back and — 


“Yes. Unwanted yet necessary truths, unknown, terrible yet wonderful desires, desperate 
wishes, and prayers you have barely even whispered, hoping that a generous Spirit will 
listen.” 


Her eyes made Azula feel trapped — like the woman knew things about her that she shouldn’t. 


“Once you are made aware of these qualities hidden within your heart — there is only willful 
ignorance or acceptance of the tumultuous path that leads to a blessed destiny. I promise you 
that the mirror reveals all.” 


Azula sucked in a breath. She thought about all the confusion that had enveloped her life ever 
since — well, everything. And here was an opportunity. 


A part of her hesitated — she was scared, wondering what could be hidden deep within her. 


She thought of her reflection from her nightmares. Would there be a monster? Something 
even worse? Would it be a failure that Father had every right to cast out? 


Azula’s thoughts were spiraling — but then the feeling of a hand on her head and assurance 
that she would be okay... 


Deep breath in, hold, and release. 

Azula had embarrassingly missed whatever had been said. 
“T’m Ty Lee — and these are my best friends, Azula and Mai!” 
Her friend practically bounced in place as she spoke. 


The woman bowed her head in formal greeting. “I am Abaia, head Shaman of the Black Rock 
Waterbenders of the Fire Nation.” 


They had to rejoin their class now, and they quickly made their way back to the meeting spot. 


“T can’t believe you arranged something like that.” Mai muttered after they turned the corner 
around a house. 


“Well, it’s exciting!” Ty Lee exclaimed giddily. “I wonder what kind of material I should 
use?” 


“Something pink?” Mai suggested dryly. 


“Well, yes. But! I want variety!” Ty Lee turned to Azula. “Let’s go shopping in a few days, 
okay? And two weeks from today, I get to meet with Abaia to make my tapestry!” Ty Lee 
squealed again. “Ohh! I’m so excited!” 


Azula took a breath, and a part of her was annoyed that she’d missed out on the planning 
process (though, that was her own fault for spacing out.) But still... 


Because making a tapestry was personal or something silly like that, they couldn’t all go 
together and get it over with in one day. 


Ty Lee had scheduled Azula to meet with Abaia the day after Ty Lee would get her tapestry. 


Honestly, Azula was a bit annoyed that Ty Lee would schedule that without consulting her. 
But then Azula had been standing right there and hadn’t objected so now here she was. 


Azula was on her best behavior. But she avoided Rang-Sén out of — she didn’t know why. 
Something told her she needed to. Of course, she worried that Rang-Sén would tell Father. 


But no-one said anything. 


She didn’t know if she should be worried about that or not. 


Azula joined her friends for their shopping trip in Caldera, because it was more for 
convenience’s sake. 


Mai chose very expensive and high-quality paper and several shades of ink. 


Ty Lee of course chose a soft, off-white silk and bright colors of thread, though she mostly 
had several shades of pink thread. 


Azula chose white silk and several spools of thread. Reds, blues, gold, purples...whatever 
she felt like. 


A part of her admittedly had doubts. Simply shopping for things like this just so she could 
have a stupid tapestry. There had to be a ploy here somewhere, but she just couldn’t figure 
out what it was. Which was frustrating. 


They weren’t exactly paying Abaia for this. It really seemed more like paying a tip, than 
anything. 


But Azula could admit she was interested and wanted to see what the big deal was. 


If there was something that the Shaman stood to gain from making the three of them 
tapestries, then Azula had yet to figure out what it could be. 


Azula figured that she might as well go along with this — and if it was an entire waste of time 
— then — her only losses would be the gold she spent getting this stuff. And obviously the time 
spent doing all this just to get something pretty. 


It had better be worth it. 


As she was walking to her room, Azula was hit with that disgusting stench — how in the 
Names of the Spirits lesser and Great did no-one react to that?! 


Azula spotted Rang-Sén further down the hall. Hopefully, he didn’t spot her as she ducked 
into a room. 


She was being silly, she knew. 


But that indescribable feeling deep within kept telling Azula to stay away from him. 


Azula waited until she heard his loping-dragging footsteps walk by before she snuck out of 
the room. 


A part of her thought it had been suspiciously too easy coming here. She felt that she hadn't 
had to work so hard to earn the right to even step so far outside of the palace. Would she be 
punished for leaving? Father knew that she'd left, didn't he? 


Did he care? 


When Azula arrived in Kameunagi, she was accompanied by Lilin, understandably, and 
somewhat to her annoyance, a pair of guards. Azula was dressed casually and hadn’t really 
wanted to draw attention to herself. She had opted out of wearing her crown and instead wore 
her glass flower hairpin. 


It had taken a bit of arguing and insistence on her part to convince the guards to not wear 
their uniforms. The guards had been hesitant and reluctant, but eventually accepted. One had 
a short sword at his hip and the other was a Firebender, so they were at least prepared if 
anything happened. 


Azula thought that she could protect herself just fine. 
Upon entering the village, a guy who looked as if he were in his late teens met them. 


Out of the corner of her eye, Azula spotted the guards and Lilin balking at his piercings and 
facial tattoos. 


He bowed, and the only thing he said was, “This way.” 


He led them to a small house that was at the edge of town between the water and a towering 
cliffside. 


Curtains with curious patterns woven into them hung in the doorway and were pulled back. 
Azula could hear people inside the house but couldn’t hear exactly what was being said. 


He knocked and called out, “Abaia, she’s arrived.” 


“Send her in,” Abaia’s voice called out from within. 


Azula moved to go in, and everyone followed, but the teenager stopped them. 

“Only her,” he motioned to Azula. “I’m sorry, but a tapestry is a personal experience.” 
The guards looked reluctant, and Azula rolled her eyes. “I'll be fine.” 

She could handle herself. 

The guards looked uneasy, but really had no other choice to accept. 


A woman briefly moved the curtain and she took the supplies from one of the guards without 
a word and motioned with a simple nod of her head that Azula should follow her. 


Azula briefly glanced back as the curtain was closed and she could see the teenager’s feet 
move to stand in front of the entrance like a guard. 


The house’s interior was lit with torches, and there were several people sitting along the wall; 
each with their heads bowed. She was almost immediately hit with a sickly-sweet smell — like 
fish and perfumes. 


Sitting seiza in the middle of the room, was Abaia. Across from her was a floor pillow, where 
Azula correctly assumed she would be sitting when Abaia motioned to it with a graceful 
wave of her hand. 


“Welcome. Please, have a seat.” 


There were eight more people sitting in a circle around them, each wearing a wooden mask 
with unique designs carved into them with painted details. 


The woman carrying Azula’s supplies gently set it down beside her. 
“How big do you want your tapestry?” the woman asked softly. 


Azula felt that she would have to hide it — so — she indicated the size. The woman carefully 
cut the desired size and fitted it to a frame. And then she sorted the thread into cups by their 
color and threaded all the colors through needles. 


Azula meanwhile, glanced at the decorations on the walls. Elaborate tapestries and carvings 
of bone and wood. There was a tapestry with two fish swimming in circle. Azula was 
distracted gazing at it. Whoever had made the tapestry had gone so far as to sew both fish 
scales and even ripples and light reflecting through the water. 


She then noticed — 
“Tsn’t that Vaatu and Raava?” Azula had been required to study them at one point. 
Abaia smiled and nodded. “I’m impressed you recognize them, Little Fire. Not many would.” 


“Tsn’t Vaatu the evil one or something?” 


“Oh? Is that what they’re teaching children these days?” She nodded towards the tapestry. 
“Vaatu and Raava created the world; darkness and light; evil and good; chaos and balance; 
war and peace. Everything that comes from such wonderful and terrible things. If one is ever 
more than the other, true balance will naturally try and correct itself in the Spirits’ time. 


“They created many of the Spirits; Great and small. When they looked upon the scattered 
and broken world, they had pity for the people, and so gave birth to the Avatar.” 


“’.. They both did?” 

“Well, of course. They brought life to all things.” 
“We are ready — if she is, Abaia.” 

Abaia nodded her thanks. 


Someone brought over a basin, and another began helping her wash her hands with 
something that stunk horribly. 


“What is that?” Azula asked, resisting the temptation to pinch her nose. 


“A mix of precious oils and ambergris,” replied Abaia. “I am cleansing my hands; getting rid 
of any impurities. I will then pray to Tui and La to guide me as I create.” 


Okay... “Sure.” 


After cleansing her hands, the people left with the basin and exited the house. 


“And now, Little Fire. I will ask you — is this a wish for a blessing, or do you want to reveal 
the deep desires hidden within yourself? I always warn those who set down on such paths, 
because there is no running and no going back.” 


Azula didn’t know what she wanted. Not really. 


“T just...I want — I want to stop being so confused all the time. Show me —” 


The woman who had been helping Azula placed an oddly angled bowl in front of her. The 
bowl was filled with water and polished to a shine. She could see her reflection, which 
looked scared, worried, and hesitant. 


It was almost as worrying as when her reflection moved on its own accord. 


“Alright then,” the thread was gently placed into the bowl. “I will ask you a series of 
questions, and you do not have to answer them. Merely think of the answer and let your 
thoughts guide you to wherever they may lead. You can ask clarifying questions if you don’t 
understand something.” 


“Okay.” 
“Close your eyes and center your breathing. Once that is done, look into the bowl.” 


A few breaths later, and Azula was as ready as she was ever going to be. She looked into the 
bowl, and her reflection rippled. Nothing came rising out of it to grab her. 


Abaia sat back and asked, “What’s your earliest memory?” 


Warmth...sand...the feel of a blanket. Her hand in Mother’s. Father’s hand on her back. Zuko 
— smiling and holding up a seashell. She ran had run her chubby fingers along the texture, 
and Zuko had used a regular voice at that time. She couldn’t recall what he’d said. 


One of the masked people reached out, and with a flick of their wrist they pulled out a 
colored thread and Abaia then began using her own waterbending to slowly weave and direct 
the thread through the tapestry. 


Azula was about to ask a question but didn’t get a chance. 


“What is something you love?” 


Power. 


Making Father Proud. 


Learning to fight. 


Outsmarting everyone else. 


Those quiet moments. 


Sitting with Mother during a storm. 


Sitting with...Zuko and...and... 


More threads were woven. 


“What brings you joy?” 


Making Father proud. 


Accomplishing a difficult kata. Showing it off and having others cheer — and congratulate her 
Just because. They didn’t expect anything out of it. 


A different masked person reached out and more threads were woven. 


“What brings you sadness?” 


When Father is disappointed. 


When Zuko and Mother left her. 


When Ji-Sei promised to be there and then she wasn’t. 


When people have just left her behind. 


Seeing Lilin break down in tears. 


More threads were added. 


“What is a most precious memory?” 


The time when Father...when he praised her...and she got to... 


Sneaking out with Zuko and showing him how to step just right so as to not make the floor 
creak. Burning a stupid doll. 


Sitting there as Mother carefully applied makeup and did her hair. 


Azula couldn’t choose between them. 


A masked person pulled at the threads in the bowl, and Abaia added them, guiding the 
threads with her the water. It was like she was playing a musical instrument. 


“What is your greatest fear?” 


Failure. 


Father. 


Being burned and cast out and dragged away and drowned and being too broken to be any 
good to anyone and being consumed by the shadows. 


The shadows roared and reached towards her with spindly thorn-fingers. 


Azula’s breath hitched — she watched as several threads were woven into the tapestry. 


“Who do you respect most?” 


Father. 


No. Maybe? 


It should be. 


It was. 


No. Rang-Sén. 


No...not him. Never him. 


She didn’t know. 


Why did it sound like she was trying to convince herself? 


Still, threads were added. 


“What was your greatest accomplishment?” 


Becoming Father’s... 


Finally reaching Father’s grueling demands of her. 


Bloody, burned and broken; honed into perfection, she had managed to reach them. 


Most of the time. 


Hadn’t she? 


Showing Zuko how to do that one kata — he’d failed and failed again, but then she showed 
him, and he’d done it. 


Being able to tell the Ty sisters apart, much to the annoyance and envy of her peers and even 
the teachers. 


Managing to get Mai of all people, to laugh. It had been a small smile and a huffing breath, 
but she’d done it. 


Several threads were added all at once. 


The questions went on and on, and some were more difficult than others, because she didn’t 
know how to properly answer them. 


Abaia said weird stuff like, “Happiness and true happiness are two entirely different things. 
Happiness is temporary. True happiness is contentment.” 


And so, what did Azula consider ‘true happiness’? 


Sitting with Mother and Zuko. They’d never gotten to do that. 


“What do you want out of your life?” 
To be Father’s successor. 

To finally, finally make him proud. 
To hear him say... 


Finally tell her that he lo- 


To be at peace. 


To be...free. 


That was a terrifying, traitorous thought. 


The threads were added. 


The questions were getting uncomfortable. 


“What are you most ashamed of?” 


Never measuring up, even though she reached those unattainable goals. 


Shoving Mother away. 


Hating Zuko. 


“What is your greatest regret? If you had the chance to go back and change it, would you?” 


Azula’s thoughts bounced everywhere. 


Shoving people away? 


Disregarding them? 


Letting herself be — 


Burning Heo-Lin and being praised for it. 


Always hiding. 


Saying intentionally cruel words that could never be taken back. 


Being weak. 


Being strong but not strong enough. 


Always letting fear dictate her every decision because asking questions or going against what 
Fa- 


She didn’t want to get burned and cast out, so she stayed compliant and had held herself back 
and letting her life be controlled — 


She regretted letting everyone go. 
She didn’t want to let them go. 


They were hers. 


“Ts there someone you hate? Why?” 


Because — Father struck her because of Zuko. It was his fault. 
Her thoughts raged in her mind. 
She missed Zuko — was angry at him, but he’d remembered her. 


Everything fell apart because of him. 


He’d sent her hairpins and remembered that she hated dolls and made her laugh with that 
stupid letter of Grandfather that was still hidden in her room. 


It was his fault — she was supposed to hate him. 


She does. 


She did. 


Why? 


Because Father said so. 


Azula was then struck with a thought, and she felt so silly and so stupid for not realizing it 
earlier: 


Father had struck her because of Zuko. 


She hated... 


The masked people moved and Abaia added the threads. 


Abaia’s questions paid no mind to Azula’s storming thoughts. 


She kept asking questions, and the masked people still pulled at the threads. 


Azula was understandably exhausted by the time they finished. 
Slowly, and without flourish, Abaia turned the frame around to show Azula the tapestry. 


A five-fingered blue Dragon was flying into the air, escaping from orange flames, breaking 
its shackles. It carried a broken stone that had been fused back together with gold. 


It should have been impossible, but Azula could have sworn that the stone and the infused 
gold glittered and shined as if it were in sunlight, and the Dragon’s scales shimmered. She 
was positive that she hadn’t bought any thread that shined like that. 


Flowers with orange and blue petals rained down on people below. They had been shattered, 
but gold was also sewn through the crowd, connecting them in their brokenness. They were 
reaching up to the Dragon; hopeful as they cheered, even as their surroundings burned with 
an odd fire that consisted of several shades of green which consumed the orange flames and 
surrounded the people. 


Azula had never thought that a fire could be used for anything besides burning everything 
into ash. 


She took a closer look at the people — they weren’t wearing shades of red and gold, but the 
colors of the different Nations. 


“T will tell you the story of your tapestry now, Little Fire.” 


The people sitting by the walls began chanting and beating their bellies. Others began playing 
flutes that carried a haunting, wavering tune. 


“The Dragon takes flight, breaking the shackles that have tried to contain it,” Abaia spread 
her arms out. “The city burns; but does not turn to ash; it is reborn anew. There is no war; but 
peace, and all the Nations celebrate. Dragons are selfish creatures, hording great treasures. 
This Dragon carries a garnet — once shattered but fused back together with gold.” 


Abaia looked at Azula. 


“You are the Dragon, Princess Azula — and the garnet is the treasure you have hidden deep 
within your heart. Such a lovely stone represents your most precious treasure. It has been 
broken — and you wish to restore it. You desire a life beyond what has been demanded of you. 
A kind and dreadful warning: the path you are currently on will only lead to your own 
destruction if you do not turn from it. I say to you: this Nation will burn; either into ash and 
suffering — or into glorious refinement.” 


“HAH!” the people called out with a final chant. 
And then there was silence. 


Azula’s jaw dropped. Her mouth moved for several seconds because the words just wouldn’t 
come to her. 


Rage — fear — she didn’t know which she was feeling more of. 


But she was on her feet, ready to fight because she was used to fighting for survival, and this 
would be no different. 


“How dare you?!” Azula screamed, accusing, and pointing. “How dare you imply that I 
would betray my own Father?!” 


Abaia did not react beyond simply looking at her with those too-deep ocean-blue eyes. Azula 
could see her reflection in them. She felt as if she were standing at the edge of a precipice 
staring into a stormy sea and it threatened to pull her in, and she didn’t want to fall. Or would 
she take flight and survive the storm? It was all too-unknown, and she was terrified. 


“Ts this some kind of sick joke?!” Azula waved at the tapestry. She didn’t want it. She didn 7. 
This was not what she wanted. She would never have asked for this blatant mockery. 


“T would never joke about such a serious matter.” 
That just made Azula even angrier. 


“T would never betray the Fire Lord, you hear me?!” Azula’s voice hitched as she pointed. 
“This is treason.” 


Azula couldn’t take her eyes from the snapping chains. 


“Why would you say that?” Abaia asked, her voice so calm and gentle, it made Azula sick to 
her stomach. “Why would you say that it is treasonous to the Fire Lord when I haven’t said 
such a thing?” 


“You implied it.” Azula barely managed to choke out. She was shaking. Why was she so 
afraid? Fear made a person weak. Azula could not allow herself to be weak. Being weak 
meant burning, brutal punishment. 


She was not allowed to be weak; absolutely no-one was allowed to see her weak. She had to 
be perfect. One hair could never be out of place. She had honed herself to a standard that no- 
one else but her could ever meet but still needed improvement. 


Anger took over, then. This Shaman had a lot of nerve, doing this. 
What was she so angry about? 
“Answer me!” 


“Tf it is treasonous to a man for people to desperately wish for loved ones to return home; to 
be kissed and lovingly embraced; then I dread to know what his idea of loyalty is.” 


“What is that supposed to mean?!” Azula demanded. “Did you even hear me?!” 


“T hear you, Little Fire.” Abaia frustratingly remained a calm, serene lake. “I listened not to 
the words spoken, but to the ones you don’t dare to even whisper out loud when you’re alone. 
I listen to the ones you have buried deep within yourself.” 


“You're wrong. I’m not a traitor.” 


“7 never said you would betray anyone. Anything I have weaved onto the tapestry is the 
desires contained within your heart, Little Fire.” 


“No, you’re trying to manipulate me, just like everyone else!” 
“What reason would I have to do that?” 


Terrified and desperately grasping at any straws she could find, she echoed what Father and 
most of her teachers had said about the Water Tribes. 


Azula sneered, “Because /ook at how you people live! You’d be able to-!” Azula’s voice 
hitched painfully in her throat. She was so tired of being used. That had to be why Abaia was 
doing this. It was an elaborately concocted plot. That’s what it had to be. “You’d have an 
advantage with some puppet on the Throne! You'd finally be able to live in luxury!” 


“T have my health; my husband and my children; a place to live; a job to support my family; 
food on the table; wonderful friends; and my Tribe.” Abaia said with that ever-persistent 
calmness. “What need have I for a palace?” 


It was unfair, Azula thought bitterly. These peasants didn’t know how lucky they were. 


The palace was just a fancy prison. 
This place, this entire ordeal was messing with her head. 
The shadows crooned and circled around her, waiting. 


For what? For her to finally drop her guard? 


“Because-!” Azula didn’t know how to respond. “I-I could say...” shamefully, she stuttered. 


Azula didn t stutter. 
Azula was perfect because that was what was demanded of her. 
She was cracking piece-by-piece, and it was becoming impossible to hold herself together. 


It was becoming horribly, frighteningly clear that she was not in control, and never had been. 


She just had to be willing to... No. This life she had been living, it was... it offered assurance 
and safety. 


Except she always had to guess and make sure to not step out of line. 


She was provided for. 


She lived with fear of knowing the horrible consequences. But the unknown was far more 
terrifying and didn’t offer that safety she had become used to. 


Was it truly safe where she currently was? 


She had to fight to keep it, because going against meant that she was ungrateful and horrid 
and deserved to be punished and cast out. 


“T could demand that this place be destroyed! My — my father would...” 


“So, you are not the threat you claim yourself to be.” 


Abaia’s expression was...not angry, but sad and gentle and... it was annoying because people 
never looked at Azula like that. Not since... she was supposed to be feared. 


“Tt is your father.” 


She thought of Father looming, the way he would be so gentle yet terrifying, how he 
managed to threaten and burn all those who dared to go against him even with the smallest 
hint of defiance. 


“Just tell me what you want from me!” Azula shouted. Was she crying? Why was she crying? 
“You don’t have anything I could possibly want.” 

“Everyone wants something! Nothing is ever given for free! Not from people like you!” 
(Mother always gave her time and a listening ear, didn’t she? When did it stop?) 


“People ‘like me’?” 


People who were kind without expecting anything in return. Why didn’t Abaia react with her 
own insults? Why didn’t she punish or demand an apology? Azula expected it. 


“What do you want, Little Fire?” 


Azula decidedly did not look at the tapestry. This could not be what she wanted. It absolutely 
wasn't. It wasn't. 


She covered her face with her hands and her voice cracked with more emotion than she had 
ever felt in so long, practically collapsing because it felt like her legs no longer had any 
strength. 


“T don’t know. I’m supposed to be — I’m not a traitor. I’m not.” 
“’..Why would you be a traitor? For asking questions? For questioning his decisions?” 
No. 


... Yes? 


“We-he’s supposed to be right. The-the Fire Lord is always supposed to be right. He can’t 
ever be wrong. He isn t. We’re supposed to be loyal because — because he’s always right.” 
Azula knew how that sounded; weakly trying to explain and defend. “He makes those 
difficult decisions.” 


“And if people disagree?” 


Then they get burned, just like they deserved for questioning him. 


“They should — should know better. Only people with traitorous intentions ask questions.” 
Azula whispered. “They don’t understand — the Fire Lord makes these decisions for their own 
good.” 


“Oh?” 


“We’re — we pay him back with our lives.” Azula said. “He takes care of us, and so we pay 
him back with our loyalty.” 


Suddenly, she remembered what Abaia had said earlier. No. People because they were loyal. 
They weren’t — weren’t forced. They weren t. Abaia was wrong. She was. Azula tried to 
convince herself of this fact. 


Their soldiers understood the price for greatness. They weren t traitors. 


She thought of Lilin, sobbing, as she mourned her younger brother. How she tried to be 
strong but couldn’t be and asked questions she shouldn’t have. It was honorable to have a 
loved one die fighting for their beloved Nation. 


(So why did it hurt so much?) 


She thought of Lu-Ten, who had never returned home, and everything had fallen apart. She 
remembered how Uncle had returned a different man. Broken and defeated, and Father said 
that he was pathetic for being so ungrateful and weak. 


Was it really supposed to be like this? 


“You're wrong. Father loves me. He punishes because I-we deserve it.” 


“Love is unconditional, Little Fire. It does not produce fear or anger.” 


Abaia was wrong. Azula struck back with venom. “Maybe your father never loved you!” 
She sounded whiny, childish, and scared even to her own ears. 
“T may have feared my father’s anger, but I never feared him.” Why was Abaia able to be so 


calm?! Azula envied that ease. “I was afraid to disappoint him, yes. But he has never given 
me reason to doubt his love.” 


Azula had seen Mother angry, before. But she had never been afraid of Mother. Not like-- 


Mother had never asked for anything; while Azula had to pry and beg for even the smallest 
affections from Father. 


She didn’t want to think about this. 


“You-you couldn’t possibly understand. You people don’t have to fight.” Azula choked out. 
The Waterbenders did not have to fight because they did not have True Fire in their veins. 
They were impure, because — Father said so. 


“This is-we- My people are not traitors. This is-what we have to do. What the Fire Lord 
wants. We...must. It isn’t our place to question.” 


“An insult that is a blessing in disguise.” 


Azula looked up at Abaia, still calm and unnerving and ever gentle. 
It was the cost of greatness. This was what she and everyone else had been taught. 
Asking questions was dangerous. 


Azula never asked questions. She was supposed to be perfect and comply with Father’s every 
demand. 


“T-I can’t do this anymore.” Azula’s voice sounded too small; too fragile. 


Like she was going to break. Maybe she had been broken all along. 


“Take this with you.” Abaia said, and gently pulled the tapestry from the frame and placed it 
into a polished wooden case that someone had carried over at some point to help the material 
stay flat and protected. 


Azula’s voice was venomous. “I don’t want it.” 


“And I can’t keep it.” Abaia said, and gently slid the case over to Azula. “Like I said, it’s ill 
luck to take a gift meant for someone else.” 


“T could burn it.” 


“Tt’s yours to do with as you will.” 


A deep breath, in-and-out. Hold. 


Repeat. 


Again. 


Again. 


Why wouldn’t Abaia take insult or strike back, or anything? 


“T will remind you, once you know the truth; there is only willful ignorance or acceptance of 
the tumultuous path that leads to a blessed destiny.” 


“T don t want to hear it.” Azula’s voice did not even come close to sounding as harsh or 
commanding as she intended it to be. 


She sounded so small and pathetic. 


Abaia gave a bow. “If you want to talk again, Little Fire, I will be here.” 


Her voice was hollow. “I’m not coming back here; this was a waste of time.” 


Azula walked out of that stupid house, carrying a traitorous tapestry. She needed to burn it, in 
case anyone found it. 


Would they know what it meant? 
Abaia was wrong. About everything. 


She was. 


“Princess Azula!” Lilin stood up to greet her and frowned. “Are you alright?” 


“Let’s just go.” Azula snapped, practically shoving the case at one of the guards. She couldn’t 
hold it anymore; it was too heavy. 


It had only been nearly a week. Azula wanted to burn the tapestry, but she couldn’t bring 
herself to do it. It was something else that she hid. She may have hated it, but it was hers. 


But there were days where Azula took it out and studied it. 


She took a closer look at the stitching in the sunlight. Running her fingers over the 
complicated sewn patterns...how did it shine and look like this? 


Frowning, Azula took out her flower hairpin. It shined in almost the same manner as the 
tapestry. 


What in Agni’s Name...? How was this even possible? 


Her teacher had said that the Black Rock Waterbenders had made Grandfather’s tapestry, but 
it didn’t shine like this one did. 


All the Nations gathered in their respective colors and not wearing red and gold...what did 
that mean? The Fire Nation losing? But why would they celebrate loss? Why were the people 
“connected in their brokenness”? Kintsugi...a healing, of sorts? So...the Fire Nation wasn t 
going to lose? 


What about--? 


The nearby candle popping a few times indicated that Azula needed to get to her lessons with 
Heo-Lin. 


Lilin also knocked on the door just then, calling, “Princess Azula, you have your noon 
lessons.” 


Azula quickly tucked her hairpin into a loop on the collar of her shirt and hid the tapestry and 
its case in her closet. 


Azula bowed to Heo-Lin, as they were about to begin a spar. 


A sudden stench of burning rot came over Azula, and she dry heaved, covering her nose and 
mouth. 


“Princess, are you okay?” Heo-Lin asked, looking concerned. 


“Princess Azula, are you feeling ill?” Lilin asked, coming over and gently touching her hand 
to Azula’s forehead. 


How could they not smell that?! 


“Good afternoon, Princess Azula.” Rang-Sén said, entering the training yard. He — he had 
two voices. The was the voice she had always heard him speak with; but there was a second 
one underneath it. Creeping, slimy and raw. It was like an echoing whisper that matched with 
the initial voice’s words at the same time but was off by a word or two. 


How could someone have two voices? 


Azula’s breath caught in her throat as dread slowly began to wrap around her, near 
suffocating. 


“T know we haven’t had a chance to train together lately, but...” his voices faded as Azula’s 
ears rang. His voices sounded like — like her dreams. Her reflection’s voice. He reminded her 
of the writhing walls in the pond. 


“’. really think that you can...” 
Slowly, Azula turned towards him. 


She could hear his multiple eyes rolling in their sockets, and the squelching with every little 
movement and footstep. 


Why couldn’t anyone else hear it?! 


““’,.have a lot to cover so you can catch up...” 


Rang-Sén suddenly stopped short and the sound he made was nothing close to Human as he 
screeched in a rage, demanding with such fury, accusing. “Where did you get that?!” 


She had never heard him so enraged, before. 


Suddenly, her guards and Heo-Lin were standing protectively between Rang-Sén and Azula. 
Lilin had practically shoved Azula behind her, and her grip on Azula’s arm was painfully 
grounding, assuring her that this wasn’t a dream. 


She could feel Lilin shaking with fear. 
“What even are you?” Heo-Lin asked, his voice a terrified whisper. 


Rang-Sén screeched in a frenzy as if he were throwing a tantrum and his hand reached out 
towards — and Azula charged forward, ignoring their protests, knowing what he was going to 
do — she recognized that hand movement. The guards, Heo-Lin, and Lilin; all of them were 
hers, and she would not let anyone take them from her. 


“Get out!” Azula demanded, not knowing how she could possibly fight something like Rang- 
Sén. Her voice did not shake, even though she was so very frightened of the creature standing 
in their midst. 


The creature immediately backed away, and its limbs twisted unnaturally. If he were a 
Human, there was no way a normal person could possibly move like that. 


Rang-Sén didn’t try to fight back or argue; he ran from the training yard. 


Everyone was speaking over each other in their panic and confusion, while Azula remained 
silent and shaken. 


“What was that thing?!” 

“Why — how?” 

“Why didn’t we notice before?” 
“We should talk to the Fire Sages,” 


In all honesty, Azula didn’t trust the Fire Sages. She didn’t know if they even knew how to 
deal with whatever Rang-Sén was. They were there just to placate people and make sure that 
some problems stayed out of the Fire Lord’s responsibilities. 


There was only one person she could think of that might know how to deal with something 
like this. 


“T think...we need to go back to Kameunagi.” Azula said. 


Chapter End Notes 
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The Straw that Breaks the Donkey-Camel’s Back (is as Heavy as 
Lead) — Part 3: The Interloper 


Chapter Summary 


There is a monster in the palace. 
“What you are dealing with is someone who is willfully Cursed.” 


There was a heaviness to Abaia’s words. 


Chapter Notes 


At this point I might as well not try and plan out X-number of chapters because stuff 
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have to be carried over to the next chapter, and then Ill finally be able to get back to 
Zuko and Iroh in Shtsan and the numerous OCs that’1l come with them. Yay. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Previously: 


“Did you know, Mushi... Khoc Ra Mau has significant history behind it.” Ten-Yu took in a 
breath, and exhaled, the smoke rising and disappearing into the night sky. “It used to be a 
rich, green valley. I’ve been told that it was beautiful. It used to be an area safe to travel — 
people used it all the time to reach other towns. But not anymore. Nearly thirty miles of forest 
simply gone. Shame, really.” 


He tapped his pipe. 


“The valley was one of the first real battles against Sozin’s troops when he decided to just 
start burning everything. It’s said that the Earth Kingdom troops basically used the place as 
trap, again and again, trapping and crushing the Earth Scorching hordes that came through. 


“They didn t bother to burn the bodies, because why should they offer such rites to the 
enemy? They left them to be a lesson. But then dark creatures attracted to the death and 
suffering converged upon the valley and the land became Wild. Thankfully, those creatures 
only come out at night. People started calling it Khoc Ra Mau. ” 


Ten- Yu lit a small flame in his palm, his expression was thoughtful as he studied the flame. 


“How tragic it is I suppose that people who once cherished the light now abhor it?” 


“What is that handprint on his face?’’ Pedang suddenly spoke up, sounding eerily calm. 
“T’ve never felt something so twisted as that...” 


“Handprint?” Toru questioned. “What handprint?” 

“He has a handprint on the left side of his face —“ Mairi started, but was cut off by Pedang. 
“He's not Cursed, is he? Or willfully Cursed, I’ve only ever heard stories-!” 

“Pedang, calm down-“ Mairi said. 


Ten- Yu looked at Iroh in horror. “Did you Curse him?! What exactly are you trying to bring 
to Shiisan?!” 


Panic rose through Iroh. If they thought Zuko was Cursed, child or not, they would most 
certainly kill him. He almost jolted in his growing desperation. Thankfully, it seemed that he 
didn t need to speak up. 


“HEY!” Eshika yelled. “All of you calm down now, or I swear to the Brothers I will bury you 
neck-deep until you can think straight!” 


“Seriously, you three!” Mairi scolded. “He's not Cursed! You’ve heard enough of the stories 
to know the difference! And it would be obvious.” 


“But that energy — “ 


“Listen to me.” Mairi said. “Someone who is Cursed is deformed in some way — or there are 
signs of it. Have you noticed anything about Zuko that would indicate he’s deformed?!” 


“T think...we need to go back to Kameunagi.” Azula said. 


“What’s going on?” a servant asked, coming around the corner into the training yard just 
moments later. “I just saw Rang-Sén run out of here.” 


“You mean you didn’t hear it or see it?” Dai, one of the guards asked clearly incredulous. 


“Hear what?” 
“That — that thing! Rang-Sén is some weird creature!” 


“You shouldn’t be talking about the Fire Lord’s esteemed guest in such a crude manner, Akio. 
Really, I thought you were above such immature jokes.” 


The servant suddenly had an odd sharpness to her tone. 


“Seriously, he screamed!” Dai said, “And that smell! How can you possibly think he’s a 
welcome guest?!” 


Of course, they had just somehow overlooked Rang-Sén’s oddities and completely missed the 
blatantly obvious. 


“There’s no way he’s Human.” Heo-Lin added. “That creature--” 


The servant’s face morphed into something dark and twisted for just a few seconds, but Azula 
saw it. The servant’s fingers twitched ever so slightly. 


“Why are you saying such things?” 


There was a prickling danger there — almost like Father, but not quite. Azula recognized it 
from her years of trying to interpret and placate Father’s moods when he chose to not be 
direct with her. 


She felt increasingly uneasy why this servant was setting off warning bells. This woman 
couldn’t exactly be considered a threat. Her hair was graying, and she was often cleaning or 
doing laundry or some other mundane tasks. Maybe at most, she carried a knife for 
protection, but s¢i//. This woman wasn’t a Bender, and there were the two guards, Heo-Lin, 
and Azula herself. 


The odds were stacked against this woman. 

There was no reason to attack them. 

So why...? 

“Why would we joke about something like this?!” Akio argued. 


The servant’s expression was so unlike anything Azula had ever seen her wear before. 
Darkening into an increasingly vicious scowl as the others desperately insisted that Rang-Sén 
was a monster. 


There was a looming, unspoken threat. 


“Akio!” Azula spoke up with an urgent, commanding tone. “We have to go.” She then 
bluntly told the servant, “We’re going out if anyone asks.” 


Would anyone ask? Would Father? Should they worry? 


Akio, Dai, Heo-Lin and Lilin followed after Azula. Glancing back almost felt like a risk, but 
she still did. And like the extinguishing of a candle flame, the servant’s expression was back 
to normal. 


She smiled and waved, “Have a good time!” 


The hairs on the back of Azula’s neck prickled with the feeling of being watched, and it took 
all the years of practice looking like the perfect doll for her to stand straight and not glance 
around for the threat. 


Just keep walking. 


Walk quickly, but don’t run. 


Even though every honed instinct was telling her to run. 


Don’t run — don’t draw unnecessary attention. 


Be normal — what was even normal anymore? 


Calm down. Breathe. 


She glanced out of the corner of her eye — were people staring at them? Watching their every 
move? Waiting? If so, for what? 


Maybe it was just her. Maybe Azula was just imagining it. 


But then Dai and Akio both moved to stand just behind on either side of her, as if they could 
feel it too. That suffocating sort of tension that no-one realized was actually there until they 
were made painfully aware of it. 


Lilin’s hand brushed Azula’s shoulder, as if trying to assure her. But it obviously wasn’t just 
for that reason. She visibly stiffened and her hand gripped tight, as if Azula would suddenly 
disappear. 


Heo-Lin brought up the rear. Azula glanced back, and he looked ready to fire off an array of 
attacks. 


He glanced to the side, and Azula followed his gaze to a pair of guards who were watching 
them for an unnecessarily long time. Their heads didn’t move, but their eyes followed. 


Her gaze went straight ahead. 


Breathe. In. Out. Repeat. 


It wasn’t Azula’s imagination. That fact wasn’t as comforting as it should have been. 


No-one accosted them as they left the palace. 


The only reason Azula was wearing her training uniform was because of anticipation. 
Wanting to be ready early and prepared because she knew that she’d be staring at that 
tapestry and didn’t want anyone to wait. Didn’t want to be an inconvenience. 


Wanting to be ready in case Father called on her. 


After realizing Rang-Sén was anything but Human, the last thing on Azula’s mind was her 
clothing. 


No-one outside of the palace had ever seen Princess Azula look anything but her best. She 
had always been like an expensive porcelain doll on display showing off patterns and 
accessories. 


Seeing her now, though: her hair was out of place, and her clothing — while certainly a fine 
silk, a training uniform was not exactly the epitome of fashion. 


But of course, there was Heo-Lin, a/so wearing a training uniform. And it was rather unusual 
to see a palace instructor accompanying their student. 


And then there was Lilin, who wore a palace servant’s uniform, but it wasn’t the one that 
servants normally wore out in public. One might consider it to be very improper. 


And then the guards, Dai and Akio, who most certainly weren’t up to the norm of the 
expected professionalism. 


The last thing on any of their minds was their appearances. 
They all huddled together by the railing on the ship that was taking them to Kameunagi. 
“Um, excuse me, Princess Azula...” the captain of the ship said. “Are you alright?” 


“T...I don’t...” Azula swallowed. What would she even say? Everything about Rang-Sén 
made her feel like she was crazy. Telling someone else who didn’t experience it; 
remembering the strange reaction of the servant; it sounded crazy. If Azula hadn’t been there 
to experience it for herself, she wouldn’t have believed it. 


“There’s a monster at the palace.” Dai responded flatly, and his expression admittedly looked 
wild, as if he hadn’t slept for several days. 


“It smelled.” Akio added. “Like...rotten sewage, but worse. Like...like burning, rotten 
sewage.” 


“Tt had two voices.” Lilin muttered, her expression and voice were dazed. 


“Oh... Okay?” The man looked like he regretted asking. If anything, he looked even more 
concerned. 


“We’re fine, thank you.” Azula finally said, and the man didn’t look like he believed her. He 
seemed relieved that he was dismissed as he walked away. 


Arriving in Kameunagi just a few hours later, the others followed after Azula, and she found 
Abaia outside hanging pelts with a tall, large man. His shirt was sleeveless, allowing his 
muscles and tattoos to be on full display 


They were both laughing about something. Whatever. 
“Abaia!” Azula called out. 


“Oh, afternoon, Little Fire,” she glanced at their group. “I didn’t expect to see everyone so 
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Several voices cut Abaia off, trying to explain that there was a monster in the palace, and he 
smelled and had two voices. (Ashamedly and embarrassingly, she would later note, Azula’s 
voice was among them.) 


“Silence!” Abaia demanded, and all of them obeyed. 


“Tam Abaia. This is Aapo. My husband and fellow Shaman.” 


Introductions forced everyone else to be quiet and brought a sense of focus. 
Aapo nodded in greeting. “Nice to meet you folks.” 
“Explain what is going on.” Abaia requested simply. 


“There’s a monster in the palace.” Heo-Lin said carefully. He spoke as if afraid Abaia 
wouldn’t believe him. “I don’t understand how we didn’t even notice it — he — it? The way it 
smelled, and — it had two voices. It screamed, and suddenly we were aware of it? And I know 
it sounds crazy, but I swear that I could hear its eyes moving...” 


He genuinely sounded as if he were begging, now, for Abaia to believe him. 


“He ran past one of the servants, and she just didn’t believe us! The smell, the voices — how 
could she not realize?!” Dai added, with barely contained panic in his voice. 


Abaia looked at them with a strangely intense expression. She shared a glance with Aapo, 
who also looked particularly serious. 


“A few things just to be sure, and it is very important to make distinctions.” Abaia said. “Do 
you know if it attached itself to anyone at the palace? Did anything in particular happen — 
such as people messing around with potentially cursed items they shouldn’t have been? Was 
it invited in or not?” 


“T don’t know... From what I heard, Rang-Sén just showed up one day.” Dai said. 


“One of the guards inexplicably quit after he arrived.” Akio added. “He couldn’t even explain 
why he was quitting.” 


“Tt has a name?” Aapo asked, his voice held a sense of urgency. “Do you know if it came 
with the name, or did someone at the palace name it?” 


“Uh, he introduced himself.” Heo-Lin said. 


The expressions on the Shamans’ faces began to make Azula uncomfortable and more 
worried. 


Abaia stood straighter. “Have any of you ever seen what it looks like?” 
“He always wears a mask...and armor. He’s always completely covered.” 
“...What’s the first thing it did when it arrived at the palace?” 


“He met with Fire Lord Ozai and offered to train Princess Azula--’’ Heo-Lin started to 
explain. 


“Tt taught you firebending?!” Abaia rushed forward and grabbed Azula’s shoulders before 
anyone could react. “Show me your flames!” 


Hesitantly, Azula pulled back enough to cup her palms, and lit a small, tinted purple-black- 
blue flame in her hands. Azula stared... had...how long had her flames looked like that? 


“Come with me now, Little Fire. You need to be cleansed. And then I will tell you exactly 
what you’re dealing with. The rest of you, go to the Hut of Meeting — it’s the one at the edge 
of the village there with the shark-leopard carvings outside — and wait for us there.” 


Aapo suddenly started shouting at someone — demanding that they bring him supplies or 
something — help him with a ritual — 


Abaia didn’t give the others time to respond as they hurried off to a different part of the 
village. 


The two times Azula had met Abaia, she’d been calm and sometimes wore a small, 
mysterious smile. But now there was an intense sense of urgency in her voice that made 
Azula anxious. 


Abaia gripped Azula’s arm as she walked, and Azula had to jog to keep up. She heard 
running behind them and glanced back, seeing Aapo hurriedly catching up to them. 


The last time someone had held onto Azula like this, she had been seven and Father had 
slapped her. Was there somehow a difference in the same action? Because she was scared and 
worried, but not like she had been with Father. 


Because there was no threat to her? 


“You!” Abaia was quite authoritative, as she shouted orders to a teen. “Get me one of the 
robes and bring it to the sanctuary!” 


The teenager didn’t even argue as he hurried off to do as requested. 


Abaia took her through a carved tunnel in the side of a mountain, to a room filled with more 
decorative elaborate tapestries, various bone and wooden masks, and carved-bone wall 
hangings. Some of them vaguely reminded Azula of the items in Grandfather’s personal 
collection. 


There was a hole above them where sunlight filtered in through thick tree branches. 


There was a pool of near-glowing crystal-blue-green water in the center of the room. 
Azula was given a simple robe, which she changed into. 


She watched as Abaia and Aapo prayed in front of a small alter that had those two fish on it. 
They then cleansed their hands with some nearby oil and ambergris. They then gently poured 
water over Azula, getting rid of dirt, and sweat. They then helped her lower into the pool. 


The water was pleasantly cool as she sunk down into it. 


Abaia reached her hands into the water, and said with a gentle tone, “Close your eyes, and 
breathe out each time you feel the water wash over you.” 


Aapo also reached into the water, and muttered words under his breath. 
Behind her eyelids, Azula could tell that the water began to glow. 
Breathe in — the water was slowly poured over her head — breathe out. 
The process was done seven times. 


Afterwards, Azula felt a sense of calm she hadn’t felt in years, and it was an oddly unfamiliar 
yet welcome sensation. It was something she didn’t know how to properly describe. Her 
mind felt calm and quiet, and the shadows were just that: normal, boring shadows. 


They helped her out of the pool, pulled the water from her robe, and then gave her privacy to 
change back into her own clothes. 


Once Azula was dressed, Abaia motioned that she follow her. 


They settled onto cushions in Abaia and Aapo’s house and were given cups of tea with sides 
of rice cakes and seasoned dried fish. 


Aapo sat before a small shrine that had a carving of two fish, and he was muttering under his 
breath. There were a few more people there, sitting next to him with a bowl of water. The 
smell of oils and ambergris washed over them. 


“Didn’t he just cleanse and all that?” Azula whispered. 


“Yes, but he’s now doing a ritual with the others so that they can help him with something 
else.” 


Abaia sat with a serious expression and spoke with a clear voice. 


“What you are dealing with is someone who is willfully Cursed.” 


There was a heaviness to Abaia’s words. 
“?'Willfully Cursed’?” echoed Heo-Lin. 


“Hm. The best way to explain them is...” Abaia said slowly, “is comparing them to be 
somewhat similar to Death and Rot Spirits, but closer to parasites in nature. 


“You need to know that there is a big difference between Cursed and wil/fully Cursed. Being 
Cursed, the person is always deformed. Think...animal or elemental traits marring the skin. 
What separates the willful ones from those who ran afoul of the Spirits is how they are able 
to hide themselves amongst regular people.” 


Abaia held up two fingers. 


“There are two different kinds of willfully Cursed. I will tell you of the one you are dealing 
with.” Abaia’s voice was very solemn. “They are extremely dangerous. It is like a deep 
splinter that slowly begins to fester. This rotten willful one cannot hide its deformities, so 
must always cover itself. This one is created when someone has died under the direst of 
circumstances and has terrible resentment for their death. That is when the Dark Spirit 
approaches them and promises them justice, and the person accepts, and so they have not 
passed on.” 


She shook her head. 


“It’s why people often have to be so careful when surrounded by death; Dark Spirits flock to 
it like cicada-moths to a flame. People must go so far as to bless the land itself before the 
funeral rites take place.” 


She took a drink and set down her cup. 
“You've been conversing with a corpse all this time.” 
Abaia looked at them, and her eyes were sorrowful. 


“T am so sorry. This willful one, by all the unfortunate luck, has an obsession that has 
something to do with the Fire Lord.” 


“So...he’s like...possessing his own body?” Dai asked, looking equally disturbed and 
disgusted. 


“T wouldn’t exactly describe it like that, but yes.” 
“Can you do anything?” Azula asked. 


“Unfortunately, no we can’t.” Abaia looked at her. “If we had encountered it before it had 
entrenched itself into your lives — it would have taken some effort, but yes, we could have 
Purged it. But the willful ones — you need a special form of bending to fight them. You can 
only use the Element they wield, and you can only use weapons that were forged using that 
special form of bending — and even those weapons have to be designed for that purpose.” 


She pointed to the hairpin in Azula’s collar. “Whoever made that hairpin would know 
someone who knows Purging Fire — to destroy it — and Purifying Fire to undo any damage it 
may have caused.” 


Abaia looked thoughtful. “I have to wonder how your brother even managed to have such a 
thing made...it has an incredible amount of an odd, Spiritual Energy. It’s no wonder the 
willful one reacted the way it did. My advice would be that you always have that hairpin on 
your person no matter what.” 


Azula brushed her fingers across her hairpin. Hopeful, she asked, “What if we somehow 
exposed him? Just like how he reacted to this hairpin?” 


Aapo walked up then with the others that were with him, and he set down a polished, wooden 
box. The people with him handed Azula and her servants Water Tribe charms made with 
bone, bound leather, and sea-glass. 


“Not a good idea. Even if you’d managed to expose it to the Fire Lord, it would have just 
gone on to become someone else’s problem. The Fire Lord is still connected to other people.” 
Aapo said. He then added, “These are for you. For protection.” 


“You should ask your brother who made that hairpin for him.” 


“T...I can’t.” Azula said. She looked away. “He...became...deaf. He was sent away. I don’t 
know where he is.” 


She overheard Dai whisper to Akio, “Thats what happened to him-ow!” 
Dai grunted painfully when Akio elbowed him in the side. 

“T see. Then you'll have to track him down.” 

They needed a plan — and — they needed to deal with Rang-Sén, somehow. 


“Until then,” Heo-Lin said, “What can we do?” 


“T will tell you everything about this willful one — and you must be very careful when it 
comes to Dark Spirits.” 


Abaia’s tone showed how serious she was. 


A tragic tale: a metaphorical warning of what the rotting willful one is capable of. 


A long time ago, before bending and the Avatar; when the world was Wild; people lived on 
the backs of roaming Lion-Turtles. It was said that on the back of a Lion-Turtle was a great 
wall; it did not allow people to leave. But they were not prisoners, you see. The wall kept the 
terrible dangers out. 


The people were at peace; protected from all the wandering Spirits, and wild animals. They 
wanted for nothing in their peaceful monotony. Food was always abundant, and they did not 


need to do much to maintain the land. 


One day, a Stranger managed to clamor its way up, up, up, the Lion-Turtle’s leg; gripping the 
stones and vines of the wall; and entered the city. 


There were those who were curious of course, wondering who this Stranger was. Having 
never known danger, they welcomed the Stranger into their homes. There were those who 
were suspicious; either they completely rejected his friendly attempts at conversation; or they 
eventually welcomed him in. There were those who could not place exactly why they did not 
like him, but drove him out every time. 

So, they demanded, ‘Leave this place! You are not welcome here!’ 

But while the Stranger may have left them alone, he did not leave the back of the Lion-Turtle. 


To those who welcomed the Stranger in, he told them of a great many things that existed 
outside of the wall that surrounded them. There were grand rivers and wonderful cities! There 
were so many wonderous things! 


And oh, how the people wanted so desperately to see them! But it was only an impossible 
dream, a faraway unobtainable goal. 


One day during their many discussions, the Stranger said, ‘Surely you realize that the Lion- 
Turtle isn’t letting you leave because you are its prisoners.’ 


Someone said, ‘No, no, good sir. The Lion-Turtle has promised to deliver us somewhere 
where we can live off the land and prosper.’ 


The Stranger responded, ‘Why hasn’t it happened yet?’ 
They could not answer. 
‘How long must you wait?’ 


Again, they could not answer, for it had been many generations that they had lived here. One 
might think the Stranger had a very good point. 


Someone else replied, ‘The Lion-Turtle has promised us it would happen in due time.’ 


The Stranger said, ‘How do you know the Lion-Turtle has said such a thing? I tell you, it’s an 
empty promise!’ 


The people disagreed. 


The Stranger said, “You are being manipulated. Have you heard the Lion-Turtle’s promise 
from him directly? Or were you told by someone else who was also deceived? 


‘T tell you, there are many wonderful things out in the world, and the Lion-Turtle is keeping 
you from them. The land out there is already sustainable and far more abundant; so why is 
the Lion-Turtle forcing you to wait?’ 


For the first time, the people had doubts and they questioned the Lion-Turtle’s intentions. 
There was someone who suggested that they should at least ask the Lion-Turtle directly. 


But the Stranger was quick to say, ‘And how do you know that the Lion-Turtle would tell you 
the truth? You would only receive placating empty comforts.’ 


And so, the people doubted that they would be told the truth and began to not trust the Lion- 
Turtle. 


The more the Stranger told them about the outside world, the more they so desperately 
longed for it! The more the Stranger told them of the Lion-Turtle’s likely manipulations, the 
more they doubted that it ever had their best intentions at heart. 


The Lion-Turtle could not be trusted. Anyone who disagreed with the Stranger had clearly 
been taken in by the Lion-Turtle’s deceptions. Those deceived fools were in the way of the 
end goal. 


The people began to wonder how they could even climb the wall surrounding them. They 
lamented that they were trapped. ‘How will we even escape? We do not have the means!’ 


The Stranger comforted them with sweet words. ‘Do not worry, friends! I assure you that you 
do! If you cannot fly or climb out, you can always go down.’ 


And so, the people began to dig; down, down, down, desperate for escape from their prison. 
And even after they reached their finger bones, they continued digging. 


And so, the Stranger convinced those foolish people to devour the Lion-Turtle. 


Azula took a deep breath as they approached the palace. It had been early afternoon when 
they’d fled to Kameunagi. But now, it was late evening, and the Sun was almost done setting. 


She was ready for people to ask questions about what they were doing and where they were; 
ready to make excuses — what if Father demanded answers? 


But no-one approached them and asked. Father didn’t demand her presence wanting answers. 
The guards and the servants all smiled and greeted them like absolutely nothing was wrong. 


Azula’s fingers brushed across the hairpin tucked into her collar. It brought a sense of safety 
and assurance. The special charms and tags the Shamans had given them were securely 
tucked into their pockets. 


Carefully, and trying to mind her words, Azula asked Orin, “Has the Fire Lord requested my 
presence?” 


“No, he hasn’t.” 

That was equally a relief and worrying. 

“Has the head guard been looking for Dai and Akio?” 

“No...why would he?” 

“Just in case.” Azula said. “I didn’t want them to get in trouble because they were with me.” 


“That’s very considerate of you, Princess Azula.” 


Breathe. 


““...Where’s Rang-Sén?” Azula asked carefully, trying to sound casual. 
“The Fire Lord’s honored guest has been visiting with Admiral Bujing. Why do you ask?” 


Orin simply sounded confused about why Azula was asking, and not like there was worry of 
a threat. 


“T was just curious, because I didn’t see him when we came home.” Azula said carefully. 
“Well, if you like I could go get him for you.” 

“No!” 

Orin startled at Azula’s shout. 

“Oh, alright...I don’t...have to?” 

“No. No need.” 


Azula reached and gripped her hand, squeezing it tightly. Orin looked at Azula curiously, her 
expression slowly turned to a mix between concern and confusion. 


“Princess...? Are you alright?” 


“Orin. Please...” Azula’s voice sounded pathetic, she was sure. But still. “Please...” 


Don’t leave her — not like — 
“Just...please be careful.” 


She wished she could unleash and tell Orin to stay away from Rang-Sén, but that was too 


risky. 


“Oh. Okay. I will. Thank you, you your concern, Princess Azula.” 


Azula was determined. She would not let Rang-Sén take anyone else from her. 


Chapter End Notes 
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The Straw that Breaks the Donkey-Camel’s Back (is as Heavy as 
Lead) — Part 4: The Shattering 


Chapter Summary 


Azula has her father’s mind and her mother’s heart. A dangerous combination, really. 
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See the end of the chapter for more notes 


“Something you must understand about these rotting willful ones, is just how they insert 
themselves into people ’s lives. They start off so benign, so friendly. They tell people what they 
so desperately want to hear. What a wonderful friend they are! Why did you have any 
suspicions about them in the first place?”’ 


Azula recalled the way Rang-Sén spoke to her. She remembered being genuinely happy that 
someone had recognized those qualities within her. She felt disgusted that she had listened to 
him. It was utterly disturbing how with just a few spoken sentences; her defenses had 
dropped and Rang-Sén lured her in. 


Life went back to “normal”. She kept up her training, with the same amount of vigor but for 
an entirely different reason. Rang-Sén was an enemy she couldn’t really fight, which was 
frustrating and disempowering. She hated feeling helpless. 


It was a rare occasion that Father requested her presence, if only to observe her katas, and 
review some of what she’d been learning. But he didn’t ask about lessons from Rang-Sén, 
which was a relief — but also, was that concerning? 


It felt like she was losing her mind, wondering what Rang-Sén might be doing and when he 
was doing it. The feeling of being watched stopped, maybe because she wasn’t pulling 


attention towards herself. 


“Tt slowly plants a corruption in your very being — your Inner Fire, as you say. And it waits — 
all it takes is one moment. A moment where you experience such intense anger, you are 
willing to take a life, and you do.” Abaia snapped her fingers, “And the parasite takes over, 
and you would begin to spread rot and misery with your flames.” 


The idea of being used like that made Azula’s skin crawl. Why her? 


As if reading her mind, Abaia said, “It chose you, Little Fire, not because you are special, but 
simply because of your connection to the Fire Lord.” 


That was somewhat of a relief. 


Abaia had said that while adults could serve somewhat of the same purpose, it was though 
children specifically that this thing could spread. There had been concern that Rang-Sén 
would target another child, but Abaia assured them that they didn’t have to worry. 


Because Rang-Sén’s obsession was the Fire Lord, there was no reason for him to target 
anyone else. Zuko being sent away really was a blessing in disguise. 


“Through the corruption of others,” Abaia motioned around her, “the rotten willful ones can 
make soil infertile; water undrinkable; make vegetation wilt — they will cause famine, and 
much worse.” 


“\..But why?” Dai asked. 


“Why not?” Abaia simply replied. 


Rang-Sén was like several people’s shadows, now, and Azula noticed. He’d lurk just behind 
them, leaning close so that he could whisper into their ear. While she couldn’t even hear or 
understand what was being said, she could hear the slimy writhing in his voices. 


It was something that additionally made her feel crazy, because she couldn’t recall if Rang- 
Sén had always been like that, and she’d never noticed; or if he had increased the frequency 
in which he spoke to people. 


He always kept several people between himself and her. Because she was now a threat. Azula 
couldn’t directly engage and confront people about Rang-Sén (or it would have been like that 
servant). 


“Tt will turn people on each other: those who have fallen under its influence, and those who 
dare question anything within that influence. ”’ 


People who were pulled into Rang-Sén’s influence would move to protect him, but only if 
there was a perceived threat. 


She could not use words; not exactly. The old adage of, ‘actions are louder than words’ was 
the only strategy so far. 


She could feel Rang-Sén’s eyes on her. She could hear them writhing in their sockets and she 
had to apply everything she’d ever learned to keep her face straight and not react to the 
burning stench that made her nose sting. 


Whenever Rang-Sén was nearby — Azula gripped the hands and arms of the guards and 
servants and ignored the creature. Desperately hoping that these people would somehow 
wakeup and notice the oddities with Rang-Sén. 


“Right now, the willful one has a veil over peoples senses. You need to find ways to become a 
guiding light of sorts — pull them away from its influence. Now, they won t notice what it is; 
not without being Spiritually Aware — but they will at least have a sense of wrongness about it 
that they will start to instinctively avoid it.” 


Azula began learning the servants’ and guards’ names, dedicating them to memory. She 
greeted each of them with a smile, and they always seemed baffled by the expression, really. 


“Thank you for everything you do.” 
She began talking to them, learning what she could about them. 
Azula remembered Ji-Sei and how she talked about her family. 


These people were hers, and they weren’t expendable. 


Princess Azula gradually became odd. Different. The guards and servants noticed little 
things. She began spending time with people, talking, and asking questions that honestly 
surprised them, at first. Because it wasn’t like their lives mattered to the Royal Family in the 
grand scheme of things. 


They were here to serve, and it was an honor to do so. 


They felt pity, at first. They thought that the poor girl must be lonely, even if she had two 
friends who visited on occasion. 


Dai, Akio, Heo-Lin, and Lilin all sang her praises, but not like people who were forced to 
serve and fearful of punishment. 


The fact that Heo-Lin, even after being burned by her, could willfully stand by her side spoke 
volumes. 


But Princess Azula remembered even minute details they told her. 


Perhaps Princess Azula was more like her mother than everyone had initially assumed. 


Azula considered writing to Zuko and asking him where he got the hairpin, but there was the 
problem of not exactly knowing where he was. He more than likely wasn’t even in the Fire 
Nation; getting dragged off to wherever Uncle wanted. If a Royal Family messenger bird 
suddenly delivered a letter to Zuko, should she worry about what would people do to him? Or 
even if it was just regular messenger bird, it would still be Fire Nation. 


Azula didn’t know if she could risk it. 
She didn’t know a way to deliver a message without endangering her brother. 
Should she try to find him to ask in person? But was it even safe for her to leave? 


Azula had no plausible reason to do so. 


“Ever so slowly, they warp normalcy; confirm your doubts; feed into your worst insecurities; 
and bring out a persons cruelty. There are no inhibitions, no accountability. Dividing and 
uniting. A person S darkest desires is encouraged. But it’s ever so frighteningly subtle.” 


Spirits were too complicated, Azula thought. She could in a way, interrupt Rang-Sén, but 
couldn’t directly engage or argue. She couldn’t insist that he was an enemy — otherwise, 
people would attack them. 


Abaia had said these things have the uncanny ability to “warp normalcy”. To the extent that a 
person could cut someone else’s arm off, and people around them simply wouldn’t react. 


Lilin was also pretty much risking her own safety at times as she put herself between Azula 
and any other potential threats. She wasn’t a fighter. 


There were times that Azula gripped Orin’s hand as they walked down the hallways. Though 
she seemed confused at first, Orin didn’t discourage the contact. 


But Azula began talking with her. Learning about her family and where she was from. 
Asking Orin for advice when it was applicable. 


This was pretty much using the same tactics as Rang-Sén, which was more frustrating and 
annoying than anything else. Azula wanted to fight and take action right away, but she 
couldn’t. 


Azula was suddenly struck by Rang-Sén’s stench. She expertly held herself so that she 
wouldn’t react. 


Orin stared at Rang-Sén as he walked by with a guard. Rang-Sén’s whispers were warped as 
he talked, sending shivers up Azula’s spine. The guard chuckled about something, and then 
Rang-Sén spotted her — and he swiftly turned around and walked away. The guard kept 
walking and didn’t even seem to notice his conversation partner had abruptly left. 


“Orin?” Azula whispered. 


The woman wore a thin frown for several seconds before she finally answered, “You didn’t 
hear this from me, but there’s something off about that man. I just can’t exactly put my finger 
on it.” 


Orin’s expression looked uncomfortable as she quickly added, “I’m not trying to disrespect 
the Fire Lord’s honored guest.” 


“T don’t like him, either.” Azula said, and Orin’s posture visibly loosened. 


“Does he want to take over the Fire Nation?” Lilin asked. 


“You keep thinking far too rationally,” Abaia answered. “These willful ones are not 
interested in power. Do not think as a rational person would. This is a Dark Spirit. Not all of 
them have some epic conquest in mind when it comes to their actions. Sometimes, they just 
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are. 


Observing Rang-Sén, she noticed how close he’d gotten to Father. No-one seemed to 
question it when he attended functions he technically had no right to be in. 


There was one man though — the colonel and his lieutenant — the one who adamantly refused 
to have anything to do with Rang-Sén. Or maybe it was the other way around, because Rang- 
Sén left him alone the first time, if Azula remembered correctly. The colonel attended war 
meetings, and sometimes left visibly frustrated. 


When Azula was successful, people gradually began looking uncomfortable around the 
creature. They whispered about his oddities amongst themselves. They quickly dropped the 
subject if the person they were talking to acted insulted for...the Fire Lord’ sake. 


Not Rang-Sén. 
The change had happened ever so subtly, that Azula wasn’t even sure when it had happened. 


Azula carefully snuck into the Throne Room one day, and she watched as Rang-Sén stood 
next to the throne and would lean in and whisper. 


Sometimes visitors would look confused or ignore Rang-Sén all together. 


Could she...could she pull Father away from Rang-Sén? That was the problem here, wasn’t 
it? 


Rang-Sén would simply move on if people told him to go away. He didn’t fight to get them 
back. 


Others, though...there was something within their expressions that was different. 


Maybe...maybe she could at least convince Father to at least notice that Rang-Sén wasn’t 
Human. He didn’t have to banish Rang-Sén, he just had to tell the thing to leave him alone. 


That would work, right? 


Would it stay in the palace? Or leave? But if Rang-Sén left, he’d go haunt someone else, 
wouldn’t he? Or would he target someone else within the palace that had a connection to 
Father? 


Azula wondered...she had wonderful memories of Father spending time with her. Personally 
investing time in training her, and having sparring matches, talking with her... 


Father loved her, didn’t he? 
All those decisions...he did things for her benefit. 
Even if... 


Maybe...if... 


She had to try, right? This was her Father. In spite of everything, maybe if he was pulled 
away maybe he’d finally open his eyes as well. Maybe... 


It was wishful, naive thinking, some small part of Azula knew. But she had to try, right? 
Didn’t she owe Father that? 


Azula tried and tried again. 


She avoided mentioning Mother and Zuko, and simply tried spending time with Father. Tried 
talking and asking questions, trying to spend time with him just like they used to when 
Mother had been here. 


She tried gripping his hand when Rang-Sén was in the room. But that thing kept its distance 
from her. In her own way, she was a threat — but not enough of one. 


Heo-Lin, Lilin, Akio, and Dai had special Charms the Shamans had given them. The Charms 
consisted of weird pictures telling the story of them surviving their encounters with Rang-Sén 
and succeeding. It had been weird and creepy seeing them use her blood to make them. But 
considering everything that had been going on lately, blood-infused Charms was the /east 
weird. 


As Aapo had put it, “it wasn’t a guarantee, but it at least increased their chances of surviving 
and succeeding.” 


“The problem you're presented with isn t just that people slowly have normalcy stripped from 
them. They have to want to hold onto that normalcy; they need to have that instinctive desire 
for peace. But there are those who love twisted cruelty — and thus, attract those who have 
permission to act freely — those who do not need a Dark Spirit to act with ill intent. 
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“Lifting that veil of accountability exposes the hearts darkest desires.’ 


Father pulled away from her. 


“T don’t know what’s gotten into you, lately. You need to act according to your station.” 
Father said. “I don’t have time for this.” 


Azula didn’t want to beg, but she was near it. 


Father was turning his back on her. 


Rang-Sén lurked like a shadow on the wall, keeping well away from her. Was he mocking 
her? Was that something a Dark Spirit did? 


Azula gripped the sleeve of Father’s royal robes. She wanted to warn Father, tell him that 
Rang-Sén was a monster and that he was dangerous. That he was slowly tearing apart their 
lives. But if she did, Azula knew that she would be killed. The world would move on like 
nothing had happened. 


“Father, please...” 


“Enough of this!” Father practically yanked his sleeve from her hand. He smoothed out his 
clothes and scowled at her. 


“But...” 


“Enough.” Father’s voice was firm. 


He was still here, but he had left her behind just like everyone else. 


It felt almost like being slapped, again. But a painful realization came to her as Father 
completely disregarded her. He’d cast her out, and he didn’t need physical burns to cause 
insurmountable pain. 


Azula felt her eyes sting. She Anew the truth; she wasn’t an idiot. But a part of her had been 
hopeful that Father would realize that Rang-Sén was a monster. That maybe he’d finally let 
Mother and Zuko come home. 


This was all just confirmation of something she hadn’t wanted to admit to herself. 


Father wanted this. 


Today, Azula was allowed to attend a War Meeting 


Rang-Sén lurked in the background, and he kept far away from her on the other side of the 
room. No-one acknowledged that he was even there. 


Azula sat down and stayed quiet. 


Admiral Bujing made a proposition for a strategy — it involved sacrificing new recruits and — 
Azula bit her tongue and ignored the taste of blood in her mouth. Because in her 
conversations with Lilin, she’d mentioned that Admiral Bujing had led the 415%. 


He was sacrificing her people! And Father approved of the plan like it was nothing. 


He did not have the right! Azula fought to not protest — even as she remembered how Lilin 
was so crushed and angry — 


“How about you, Colonel Hong-Ma?” 


Azula’s train of thought was cut off. She turned to look at the man — he was the one who told 
Rang-Sén to leave him alone. 


“Well, ’ve got two plans.” The man replied, holding up two scrolls. “Either we do one that 
lasts a few weeks, it involves getting reinforcements — or we do one that lasts just few 
months...” 


He rambled a bit, talking about his strategies and what they involved while singing the 
praises of the Fire Lord. As Azula listened, she began to make a connection that was hidden 
within his words that was different than the others: he was trying to keep his men alive. 


Azula had to attend a party. She could have rolled her eyes at Father wanting to get investors. 
There were also going to be decorated war generals there and the like. 


Orin and Lilin helped her get dressed and stuck the glass flower hairpin into her hair. 


“Princess...” Orin spoke carefully and leaned in as she performed some last-minute tucking 
of the material around Azula’s sash. “Your father has an important guest attending, and he 
wants to make sure you give a good impression.” 


“Oh?” Azula studied her reflection, turning this way and that. The hairpin sparkled in the late 
afternoon sun shining through the window. “What makes this one so special?” 


“Tt will be to discuss your future husband when you’re of age — or he will be your future 
husband.” 


“What?” Azula hissed, nearly stumbling as she turned to face Orin. 
Lilin quickly reached to help steady her. 


“There are rumors, unfounded as they are. That this man is an illegitimate heir, but an heir 
nonetheless.” Orin leaned in close. “But if you ask me, he very much has Fire Lord Azulon’s 
eyes and his nose.” 


Of course, there would be some idea of keeping their royal bloodline pure. 


“Who is he?” Azula demanded. 


“Princess Azula, you remember Lieutenant Zhao.” 


“Princess.” Zhao kissed the back of her hand, and disgust made a tingling feeling travel from 
her fingertips to her scalp. It took every lesson that Azula had ever had to endure for her to 
smile and bow and not wipe the back of her hand on her hanfu. 


Father and Zhao were discussing a courtship for when Azula was older — and then once she 
was of age, she would marry Zhao. 


Breathe. In. Out. 
Do not get angry and burn everything down. 
Azula had to control herself. 


She felt her eye twitch. 


The very nerve, discussing her life as if she didn’t have a choice! Sure, Azula figured it 
would be expected of her to produce heirs as the Crown Princess. But why would it have to 
be with this man?! 


She did not like how he looked at her. Zhao was looking at her like he had won a prize. 


Zhao droned on and on and on and on about his many accomplishments and Azula nodded 
and resisted rolling her eyes. 


What a bore. 


Once, Mai had told her about hair-thin needles that could be used to poison people and it 
would look like a tragic accident. Insert it into the corner of the eye; into the gums; under the 
tongue; underneath fingernails; or in between toes. 


Azula was already planning on being a widow after her wedding night. 
How tragic! Poor Azula and her rotten luck! 
Azula’s smile became very genuine then as she politely laughed at a joke Zhao made. 


Zhao seemed...very put off by it, for some reason. 


“You have such great accomplishments, Lieutenant Zhao.” Azula said, searching for 
something to say when Zhao finally bothered to pause in conversation. “You must definitely 
must have worked hard accomplishing all those feats.” 


At that moment, there was a crash, and someone yelling — and then a harsh slap of skin 
meeting skin, and a cry of pain. Azula looked over to see that a palace servant was on the 
floor. The knees of her uniform were stained with the food that she’d been carrying. 


“You stupid girl, look at what you did!” 
“But you —!” 
The man used his foot and shoved her to the side as he berated her for clumsiness. 


“How dare you!” Azula was moving before she even realized what she was doing. 


“Princess!” Lilin hissed out, but Azula didn’t stop. “How dare you lay your filthy hands on 
my servant?!” 


The man looked so startled as he turned to face Azula. His eyes were wide. He gave a quick 
bow. 


“Oh! Princess, I’m sorry, but she bumped into me and ruined my -!” 
A spark of blue flame charred his sleeve with a very masterfully controlled burn. 


People’s jaws dropped and they were staring. Others were already whispering. What did that 
even matter? 


“Will you strike me, now?” Azula demanded. 
“Wha-no...!” 


“Disciplining the palace servants for their perceived errors is not your responsibility.” Azula 
glared, standing protectively between this man and her servant. “Know your place.” 


“Princess...” Lilin’s voice sounded scared. 


Azula briefly turned to see Lilin kneeling next to the servant. She turned her attention back to 
the Noble. 


Azula took a breath to calm herself. She wanted to tell the man to clean up his own mess, but 
alas, he was a guest. And she still had to maintain some semblance of her role. 


Azula turned to the servant and crouched just enough. The bottom of Azula’s hanfu did not 
touch the floor. 


“Are you alright?” 
The servant looked at Azula with wide eyes. 
“Y-yes, uh, thank you.” 


Lilin carefully helped her up. With a wave, Azula motioned to the other servants to clean up 
the mess. 


“And oh, do get our honored guest some clean clothing since it seems so important to him.” 
Azula’s tone did not indicate that she was doing it out of the kindness of her heart, nor was it 
placating the man. 


She noticed Father staring at her, and he was furious. 


Some small part of her was worried. But mostly, she just couldn’t seem to bring herself to 
care. 


She settled back into her seat across from Zhao, who was staring at her. He looked as if he 
didn’t know how to properly respond. 


“Some advice, Princess?” Zhao’s voice drawled. “In the future, perhaps you shouldn’t... 
make such a spectacle of yourself.” 


Though, he admittedly had a point, it was obvious through his tone that Zhao was clearly 
talking down to her. Azula bit her tongue, resisting firing back an insulting comment. 


She would play along with this charade for now. 
“T don’t think you want to end up like the prince, now do you?” 


Azula stiffened, and Zhao was smirking, like he’d just told a joke. He was pushing it. 
Pushing her. She couldn’t respond, not after that incident with the servant, and Zhao knew it. 


Azula knew of the various rumors surrounding her brother. Was Zhao fishing for 
information? If so, why? Zuko wasn’t even in the Fire Nation. Was she overthinking this? 


Unless...Zhao didn’t actually know everything about Zuko. And what, he saw Zuko as a 
threat, for some reason? 


“Oh? Like what?” Azula asked, letting confusion lace through her tone. “He’s been sent to 
study in Kinshika because of his health. He’s written to me several times.” 


Zhao sent her an annoying smirk that Azula wanted to burn off his stupid sideburns. 


“IT know youw’re not naive enough to believe that it’s not the prince who has been writing 
those letters.” 


Zhao took his leave, but not before kissing the back of her hand again. He went to go mingle. 
Without prompting, Lilin provided Azula with a handkerchief so she could (subtly) wipe her 
hand. 


Was Zhao trying to give her advice or something? Like he was trying to show that he was 
useful? 


The party dragged on for what felt like several hours longer. Azula played nice and made 
simple small talk with the guests, though they did seem to be a bit put off from her actions 
earlier. 


Father did not come to her. 


Azula was not burned. 


And somehow, that fact alone was concerning. 


What Princess Azula had done at that party, was quite scandalous. It was gossip haughtily 
whispered behind fans and sleeves. 


She had insulted the man, and the Fire Lord, and made a spectacle of herself for a lowly 
servant! How could such an unruly, impulsive girl lead their great Nation?! 


What Princess Azula had done at that party was whispered amongst palace servants and their 
families, which then began to spread beyond the palace. 


She was quite the odd one and took after her mother. 


The day after the party, it was Orin, not Lilin who helped Azula prepare for her day. 


Lilin had been fired, along with that servant. They hadn’t been punished and hadn’t been sent 
away somewhere they’d both disappear. They were still alive. 


It was rage-inducing. 
Father was punishing her by using Lilin and the other servant. 


Azula practically stormed up to Father as she demanded, “Why was Lilin fired?! She was my 
attendant!” 


The guards and servants were staring. And most certainly, they were pretending to be busy. 
Father merely turned to her; his expression was stiff. 


“It was because of her you showed poor judgement.” 
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“But she was mine, and you had no right to take her away 


Father sighed and shook his head. “You’re just like your mother. Far too irrational. I thought 
you knew better.” 


Azula was too shocked to respond at first. 


That — he had no right. 


“I’m so disappointed in you.” 


Father was too calm. But he was different — he was wrong; like something only slightly 
misplaced. 


“T expected better things from you.” 
His expression was so...so...infuriating. 
Father was talking to her like he used to with Mother 


“Even that flawed boy showed less poor judgement than you did last night.” 


Father was using them against her. 


He turned away from her. 


Father was brushing her off. 


“You had no right to take them from me.” Azula’s voice was raised, and it did not shake with 
fear, but with rising anger. 


Father turned back, and he was a towering specter as he stood in front of her. “I am your 
father and your Fire Lord and you will respect any decisions that I have made—" 


Azula’s ears were ringing. She gripped her pants so tightly that if it weren’t for the material, 
she would have pierced her palms with her fingernails. Her breath wasn’t controlled. 


Father seemed satisfied that he’d had the last word. He was walking away. All Azula ever 
saw of him these days was his back. 


He was always doing this, wasn’t he? 
Always taking and controlling and demanding so much of her and only ever giving her the 
meagerest pittance. Breaking her again and again and then rewarding her only when she bled 


enough for him. 


He was always taking, and never giving anything back. 


Azula was struck with a realization: Father always took away everyone she ever loved. 


She wanted to kill him. 


Make him burn much worse than he ever did to Zuko. Azula froze. It was with some horror, 
that Azula realized that this would have been her moment. 


Had this been Rang-Sén’s goal, or would he had been satisfied with her taking the life of 
anyone? A servant? One of her people? 


She thought she was going to be sick. 


But still — he didn’t — he didn’t discourage Admiral Buying from his plans on sacrificing those 
troops. How many times had it been, now? How many more? 


Azula thought of Lilin— how many people would be like her — holding onto letters 
commending a family member’s sacrifice? 


She thought of her conversation with Abaia when Azula had the tapestry made. 


Azula promptly turned her back on Ozai and did not look back even once. At this rate, she 
would be ruling over a kingdom of ash by the time her reign came along. 


She needed a plan. 


Azula led Mai and Ty Lee into the house where Zuko used to live. It was honestly kind of 
creepy, now. It was clean, but things had been left just like Zuko had left them. It was weird; 
it was like looking at a place that was frozen in time. 


“What is this place?” Mai asked. 
“Zuko’s house. He was put out here after he got sick.” 


Father most certainly wouldn’t come out here, and there was no-one around to overhear 
them. 


“Oh.” Mai probably didn’t know what else to say. 


“This room is really sad.” Ty Lee whispered, running her fingers along a shelf. There were 
toys and books that Zuko had left behind as well. 


“So...why are we here?” Ty Lee asked. 


“Because...no-one will bother us here.” Azula was careful. Her friends were the among the 
few she could trust. “I need help. I don’t want Father to take you, too.” 


“Azula?” Mai furrowed her brows. “What’s going on?” 

“You heard about what happened at the most recent party?” 

“Yes!” Ty Lee cheerfully confirmed, but then her expression fell. “Yes...” 
Azula looked at Mai and Ty Lee, showing how serious she was about this. 


“He’s punishing me using other people.” Azula said. “I want to get my family back. And 
Father... he...he’s kicked them out. And there’s a monster in the palace, and he won’t kick 
him out — and — he’s just letting people die.” 


“Azula...what’s going on?” Mai asked carefully. 
“What monster?” Ty Lee asked. 


“Rang-Sén.” Azula said, and she had to explain what he was. Rang-Sén was using Ozai, he 
had to be. “Father is a threat to my people, and...I need help disposing of that threat.” 


Ty Lee covered her mouth, and even Mai’s expression conveyed her shock. 


“T’ll try to keep you out of it as much as I can,” Azula said. “But I can’t do this alone.” 


“T’ll help you.” Mai said. She smirked, just a little. “My house is already its own prison. 
Might as well make it official.” 


Ty Lee stood determinedly. “You were the only one who bothered to try to tell me apart from 
my sisters. Of course, Ill help you.” 


Azula was grateful for her friends — and no matter what, she didn’t want to lose them. 


“Alright, we need a plan.” Mai said, hand on her hip. “You can’t just commit patricide. 
People will be suspicious, especially so soon after Fire Lord Azulon’s death, and they will 
talk. You have to garner support for when you get on the throne.” 


“Easy enough!” Ty Lee said with a nod. “People will Jove you just like I do!” 


Azula blinked at Ty Lee’s declaration as she felt her face go hot. She turned away and 
muttered, “This isn’t the time to flatter me, Ty Lee.” 


“Yeah, yeah. People will love you.” Mai said drily. “It goes beyond that. What can you do 
that Ozai isn t doing? Find out what the people need and provide what you can.” 


Mai stood with her hands on her hips and was very authoritative and knowledgeable as she 
spoke. 


“You need political and social support. You need people to fight for you. You need an army — 
because peasants aren’t going to stand a chance against trained soldiers.” 


When she had the chance, she went to see Abaia. 


“You seem very focused, Little Fire.” Abaia said with that odd smile of hers, after they 
exchanged greetings. 


“T need help, Abaia.” Azula said and explained her plan to assume the Throne. But she didn’t 
know what the common people needed. The Black Rock Waterbenders Azula figured, was 
the best place to start. 


This would be a calculated risk but was one she had to take. 


The next time she saw Colonel Hong-Ma, he was joking with his Lieutenant. Or at least, 
maybe it was a joke? Azula didn’t really understand any of it. 


“T think I’m going to propose that the women wear this uniform — what do you think?” He 
held up a piece of paper with a doodle for her to examine. 


“Not unless the men are ordered to wear that ridiculous outfit too, sir.” 
“That takes all the fun out it, Ebi.” 
“It doesn’t have any protect...” she turned when she spotted Azula. 


“Can we talk?” 


Azula managed to convince them to follow her to the hallway filled with her ancestors’ 
tapestries. No-one ever came back here unless it was to clean it, and the maids had already 
taken care of it earlier. 


Besides, it would be extremely difficult to sneak up on them here. 


The man was understandably stand-offish and was more than likely suspicious. After all, 
people probably thought that she’d go running off to tell Ozai everything, or something. 
Maybe he was looking down on her because he still saw a child. 


Which she frustratingly was. 

But she needed a man like Colonel Hong-Ma at her side. 
“So why are we here?” 

“At the War Meetings, you always try to keep people alive.” 
The man finally looked at her with a raised brow. 


“Lilin — my last maid,” Azula looked up at him, making sure to look him in the eye — letting 
him see all her anger. “Her younger brother was in the 415".” 


He cursed under his breath. 
“What...what exactly are you saying, kid?” 


“T don’t want more people going through what she did.” Azula said. “And my Father didn’t 
stop Bujing from making his plans. No-one stopped it, and...there are obvious reason why 
you couldn’t disagree.” 


Colonel Hong-Ma removed his helmet, and ran his hand through his hair, muttering to 
himself. 


“What I’m going to tell you doesn’t leave this room, got it, kid? If it gets traced back to 
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me... 

“Sir.” Lieutenant Ebi sounded concerned. 

Azula didn’t want to lose this opportunity. 
“Anything spoken in this room doesn’t leave it.” 
The Colonel seemed to decide that he could trust her. 


“Did you know that they’ve been lowering the age of enlistment over the past few years? It 
used to be eighteen, and then we’d train at least for around a year or two before sending them 
out. But now, it’s sixteen. We have to recruit younger and younger; sending them out without 
the usual amount of training because people like Bujing are just...” Colonel Hong-Ma waved 
his hand, “Throwing these kids to their deaths. There’s a bit of dark joke going around — that 
orders to serve under Bujing is a death warrant.” 


He chuckled wryly. “We’re losing stock. At this rate, they might even start looking to the 
Colonies for new recruits. I can’t imagine that going well.” 


“Can’t you share your plans with him?” Azula asked. “The ones you’ve come up with have 
always been impressive. You had two of them today, didn’t you?” 


Colonel Hong-Ma handed her a scroll. Azula unfurled it and frowned. 
“Tt’s blank...” 


“T only ever go in with the one plan.” Colonel Hong-Ma admitted. “I bullshit my way through 
and make one sound like too much of a hassle, so they go with the one that keeps people 
alive.” 


Azula looked up at him. “I promise — I want to stop the war. I want what’s rightfully mine. 
So...I need your help.” 


“Oh?” 

“T can’t do anything yet, so I need support when the time comes.” 

Colonel Hong-Ma was staring at her with a strange look. Even Lieutenant Ebi was staring. 
“You...kid, you...you do realize what you’re suggesting, right?” 

“Well,” Azula smirked. “I’m very selfish, and I want what’s rightfully mine.” 


“You're crazy.” Colonel Hong-Ma said after a moment, as he laughed. He ran his hand down 
his face and his voice was muffled as he said something that Azula didn’t catch. 


“As long as you promise to bring our soldiers home, I'll help you.” 


Azula was only eleven years old. She was in over her head. But she wasn’t alone. 


Somewhere, on an outer island in the Fire Nation, several years ago: 


It was just another monotonous day at the Temple of the Sun’s Eye. There were always 
chores to keep a man busy, but it wasn’t enough for Kayin. He found himself wanting more. 
He was not satisfied, here, and hadn’t been for a long time. 


But one day, the soldiers came, looking for a man. The members of the Temple of the Sun’s 
Eye let them search their land, because they had nothing to hide. 


Kayin volunteered his services. He was a tracker and hunter, the best among their members. 


It was easy to find the target. A simple thief who thought he could hide in the small forest 
here at their island. 


The man shot off a fireball, but it was easy to dodge. 


But the encounter brought a thrill to Kayin’s heart. 


Perhaps, it was doing something else besides always working. Toiling away for nothing. 
Perhaps it was hunting down a person. 
But it gave him a new purpose. 


His brothers and sisters at the Temple did not understand his dissatisfaction. So, he just left, 
without a word. 


Kayin could hunt people, and not many knew how to stop unique blasts from an Eye. 


He enlisted in the Army, because they would go beyond this small island. 


“Kayin! You traitor! You absolute bastard!” one of his more zealous former brothers 
confronted him angrily several months later after he had left. Spittle was practically flying as 
he spat out, “How dare you use the gift of the Eye to serve men!” 

“You wouldn’t understand--!” 
blasts all from Eyes. 


Kayin started to say, when he was suddenly hit by several 


He lost an arm and a leg as punishment for leaving the Temple. 

“May your death be swift and kind; but Agni slow in his mercy towards you.” 

His brother spared one final angry glare at him and left. 

Kayin didn’t take long to heal. Being part of the Army, allowed him access to healing 


practices that weren’t available to the commonfolk. He kept going, and simply did not bother 
looking back. 


ato 


He was promoted easily through the ranks, reaching General. 
He met Fire Lord Ozai, one day. 


There was an odd, armored man there, who introduced himself as Rang-Sén. There was a 
feeling about him, but Kayin was more curious than he was cautious. 


“You seem to want more out of life.” 
He was observant. 
“Don’t you want more? Surely, you are not satisfied with the crumbs given to you.” 


This man understood Kayin’s plight, it seemed. 


Working for the Fire Lord had great benefits, and Kayin had never felt so alive. 
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There was a man that somehow had gotten involved with the Fire Lord’s court, and Azula 
had no idea how he’d managed it. Did Rang-Sén invite him in? He wasn’t the usual type Ozai 
associated himself with. 


He was...rather...unique, in his own right. He wore women’s clothing and thick makeup and 
carried a chain-mace. It was only through his deep voice that people realized he was a man. 


From the various rumors Azula had picked up, all the men in his family had died young, so 
he wore such clothing in order to deceive the Spirit's curse that was placed on his family. 


The man was named Natsu, and he was obsessed with Ozai — or — was obsessed with the 
idea of serving Oza. 


There were rumors circulating that Natsu had injured and even killed people — and then on a 
day that Azula had snuck into the Throne Room, and she watched as Natsu crushed a man’s 
head with his chain-mace ever so casually. 


He stood, his weapon dripping blood and brain matter. 


Some people stared in horror and said nothing, others simply didn’t react. Azula covered her 
mouth to keep herself from gagging and revealing herself; while fighting between reacting in 
anger and staying quiet for self-preservation. 


“Does anyone else want to question Fire Lord Ozai’s sacred decision?” 


Natsu spoke the Fire Lord’s name and title with disturbing reverence. 


00 


A few months later, in Shiisan: 


After a few keywords, Iroh welcomed a man into his home. The man carefully hung his cloak 
to avoid bringing dust into his host’s home. The man settled at the table, and Iroh served him 
tea and a few rice crackers. 


After a few sips of tea and small talk, they got right down to the real reason for the man’s 
visit. 


“Weird things have been going on in Caldera lately. Something we haven’t quite been able to 
put a finger on.” 


“Oh? Whatever do you mean?” Iroh wondered if he should worry. 


“Well, first of all — the Fire Lord has recruited a few new people, but...they’re outside of who 
he’s associated himself with in the past.” Taking a bite of rice cracker, he munched 
thoughtfully. A moment later, he added, “And the Fire Lord has been a little...off At least, 
that was how it’s been described. His decision-making has been...well, questionable.” 


“How so?” 


“He’s been building giant statues of himself in several districts, allegedly using resources that 
the army was going to use. Thus putting a strain on resources. And these statues are massive. 
People are complaining about it blocking the sunlight.” 


Iroh had no idea what to make of that. 


“And well, apparently he built them over several fountains? But then apparently Princess 
Azula came along and got the fountains put back but now these horrible statues are the 
centerpieces for them.” 


That was an odd thing for Princess Azula to do... Iroh was only even more confused. 


As his guest told him about the latest rumors coming out of Caldera, Iroh listened with 
mounting dread and confusion. What in Agni’s Name was going on? 


Chapter End Notes 


Combustion Man has a name here! Kayin is the Hebrew pronunciation of Cain. 

Next Chapter will be focused back on Zuko. 

‘But Agni does like to show off quite a bit,’ she laughed as she signed. ‘He’s a very,” she 
emphasized, ‘prideful Spirit. He found any and every way Fire could be used, and just,’ 
Pima gave a wide wave of her hand, ‘basically said to the world, ‘look at my Blessed 
and see what they can do.’ His Daughter Chantico, was given to us just so we could 
show off his Blessing even more.’ 

“It probably forced the other Great Spirits to step up in giving and expanding their own 
Gifts.” Kojin commented. “Isn’t it great he did, though?” 

Hint hint hint. 

Bloodbending is a Lost Art, and thus, isn’t banned. 


The Village Leader Does Not Want Any Trouble, Thank You 
Very Much 


Chapter Summary 


The village leader meets the newest residents, and Iroh opens a tea shop. 


What exactly happened on that day, between Sozin and Roku? No-one really knows, but 
the people of Shisan have their theories. 


Chapter Notes 


Thank you for your patience and support everyone! I hope you're having an awesome 
day! 


While nothing is explicit, there is some **very** heavy situations that are implied. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Zhé-Se invited them in, though Zuko wanted to stay outside. 


Unfortunately, Ten- Yu was not allowed in, as he was still a new recruit — much to his obvious 
annoyance. Iroh could only promise him that they’d talk later. 


He also carefully avoided any mention Avatar Na-Ai because they were a taboo subject in 
various regions of the Earth Kingdom. It was best to simply not mention them all together. 


Looking particularly serious, Zhé-Sé asked slowly, “Grand Master...will you be informing 
people here of your decision to search for the Avatar?” 


“That was my intention, yes.” Iroh said, still not understanding why this seemed like such an 
oddity. “If people know who I am, then they should know that I truly have good intentions.”’ 


“Theres something important I must tell you. You need to wait for things to settle with your 
arrival. Yes, tell people you intend to find a way to stop the war - but do not say that the 
Avatar is the world’s hope.” 


That got Iroh to do a double take. Throughout his travels, he’d heard people more than once 
say that they were praying for the Avatar to return. The Avatar was considered an enemy of 
the Fire Nation for obvious reasons, but...why here? 


“Just...” Zhé-Se started, but stopped as she looked thoughtful. She started again. “Just be 
careful how you talk about them, Grandmaster — and who you talk to. Considering who your 
family is. I mean it. Let people here get comfortable with you first. You listen, then ask 
questions. Be careful what you say, otherwise you could start unnecessary arguments, and 
people won t be willing to have simple — rather, civil conversations with you. They'll view you 
— not like an enemy, not exactly. But you certainly won t be making any friends, either.”’ 


She sighed, shaking her head. 

“T imagine you don t want to alienate people.”’ 

What? 

Iroh looked at Zhé-Seé trying to fully process what she had just told him. 

“What exactly is going on here?” 

Zhé-Sé glanced around, and leaned forward, speaking as if the walls had eyes and ears. 


“We know about Roku and Sozin. They were friends who had a falling out or something.” 
Her expression was very serious as she added, “My father-in-law told me that he believed 
Roku let Sozin plunge the world into war. The Fire Nation Avatar gave his Blessing to let his 
people die.” 


“The Firebenders in Shisan are the descendants from one of the first units of soldiers who 
were sent to the Earth Kingdom. My husband is one of them. My father-in-law was one of the 
soldiers, and he shared plenty of stories — and he absolutely despised the Avatar and Sozin.”’ 


“Anyway. There are several stories, many, if not all of them speculative I’d have to say. I 
suspect no-one really knows what truly transpired back then. Some even have the craziest 
conspiracy theories. Very entertaining sometimes, if not outright horrifying. But they all 
agree on one thing: Sozin was a blood-thirsty bastard, and the rest of the world are all fools 
for ever believing the Avatar was a hero.” 


Zuko sighed as he sat on the ground and leaned against the house where Uncle had gone 
inside. Ten-Yu looked annoyed when he couldn’t go into Zhé-Sé’s house, and Zuko wondered 


why he wasn’t allowed to go inside, too. 
Ten-Yu lit his pipe and smoke puffed furiously from his breaths. 


Glancing around, Zuko took in the sight of the people walking by. They were an interesting 
mix, he thought. There were people who clearly had either brown, gold, or green eyes; and 
they wore clothing that vaguely reminded him of the Fire Nation style — but it was just 
slightly off. More like they were inspired by the style and not replicating it. 


And there were the buildings. 


The shapes of the roofs of several buildings also looked as if they had been inspired by the 
Fire Nation; combined with the Earth Kingdom style. There wasn’t a hint of red anywhere. 
Most everything were shades of greens, browns, and yellows. 


The two styles melded together very well. It made him wonder if it was something people 
figured out over time, or did it fit together naturally? 


A few people waved to Ten-Yu, and others stopped to chat with him. 


Admittedly, a small part of Zuko was frustrated that he had no idea what people were talking 
about. He wasn’t part of the conversation, obviously. But it would be awkward (and probably 
even rude) if he suddenly stood up just so he could have a better view of people’s mouths. 
And then he’d have to physically adjust so that he could see Ten-Yu’s mouth more easily. 


Just then two kids around his age ran up to Ten-Yu and hugged him. Ten-Yu smiled 
genuinely, clearly happy to see them as he ruffled their hair. 


They both looked Water Tribe because they had tan skin and blue eyes. The girl was slightly 
shorter than Zuko, while the boy was a full head taller than he was. She had an enthusiastic 
energy about her, while the boy was far more reserved. 


Ten-Yu got Zuko’s attention and introduced them. “This is my niece and nephew, Miruka and 
Aki. They’re around your age, actually.” 


The girl grinned at Zuko then, while the boy didn’t look particularly welcoming with his 
scowl. 


“Akihar. Only my friends call me Aki.” 


What caught Zuko off-guard for a few seconds was that they both started signing. Though, it 
was confusing. It was an odd mix of Earth Kingdom and Fire Nation Sign, and the hand 
placement was different to what he had learned from the books and scrolls. 


Miruka then did a strange sign by her ear. “I have a habit of sweeping my hair back behind 
my ear.” 


Akihar signed something that had something to do with rainclouds? 


Miruka practically invaded his personal space as she leaned towards him with a disarming 
smile. He could see that she had freckles and she had beads in her hair. She also smelled of 
something sweet. 


“You have really pretty eyes.” Her face was just inches from his own. 


Zuko could feel his cheeks heat up at the compliment and by her proximity. Sen took the 
opportunity to lick Miruka’s nose, causing her to step back. She was startled for a few 
seconds before she laughed. 


He glanced at Akihar who rolled his eyes and scowled. 


Was Akihar annoyed at him, Sen, or at Miruka? Did he not like his uncle talking to someone 
else? That guess really seemed like a reach, though. Zuko had no idea why the older boy 
would be so annoyed within the first thirty seconds of meeting him. 


‘How do you know Sign?’ Zuko asked, making conversation while trying to ignore Akihar’s 
irritation and how close Miruka was. 


Miruka grinned. It took a few seconds to understand her signing. “One of our friends is deaf. 
Our cousin had an accident two years ago that made him hard-of-hearing.” 


“It was a good thing he knew Sign.” Akihar said. His expression didn’t really change. “He’s 
less annoying that way.” 


What was that supposed to mean? 


It was Miruka’s turn to roll her eyes as she turned to Akihar and said something to him. 
Judging from her posture, she was likely yelling at him — or at least, was annoyed at him. 
Though, Akihar didn’t look like he particularly cared because he just shrugged. 


Ten-Yu’s expression didn’t look surprised, so this sort of thing was normal? 


But what stuck out to Zuko was learning that there were other people like him here. He 
thought back to when he was younger and wanting so desperately to meet other deaf people. 
The anticipation made him both anxious and excited. 


Both siblings turned towards something. Curious, Zuko took a quick glance as well. There 
were a few other kids further down the street waving. Miruka and Akihar both said goodbye 
to Ten-Yu and turned to leave. 


Miruka’s cheeks looked darker, for some reason as she said to Zuko, “I'll see you later!” 
She quickly ran off. 


Akihar gave Zuko a nod, but it was subtle enough that Zuko would have missed it if he 
weren’t paying close attention. He slouched off after his sister without any hurry. 


Borrowing Ten-Yu’s notepad, Zuko asked him why he didn’t tell him that there were other 
deaf people here. It wasn’t an accusation; he was just curious. 


Ten-Yu’s reason was: it simply hadn’t occurred to him. Especially with “other stuff’ that was 
going on. 


Zuko huffed, feeling somewhat annoyed. 


Sen rolled around in the dust as Zuko tickled her. 


He wasn’t sure how long they were waiting out here. How much longer would they have to 
wait? 


Just then, Ten-Yu bumped Zuko’s leg with his foot. Zuko glanced up and noticed that Mairi 
and an old woman were standing in front of them. Ten-Yu suddenly reached down and pulled 
Zuko to his feet. The man’s grip on his arm and the wall of the house behind them kept Zuko 
from losing his balance. 


The woman had somewhat peppery-gray hair with odd beads braided into it; and thick locks 
of hair were looped and pinned at her temples with decorated pins that looked to be made 
from carved bone and sea glass. She had tattoos on her face and arms, and Zuko was nearly 
distracted by them because of their intricacy. 


She was leaning on a staff that was decorated with various beads and bone hanging from 
twine; but Zuko had the immediate impression that it was more for appearance than for 
support. 


She didn’t look happy as she was speaking, and Zuko only caught the end of whatever she 
was saying. 


“,.don’t like what I heard,” 


She then leaned towards Zuko; her blue eyes were particularly scrutinizing. She reminded 
him of his strict Grandmother. 


She said something, and Zuko didn’t catch any of it. 


Ten-Yu got Zuko’s attention, and he quickly scribbled in his notepad, 


“This is Plaloma, our village leader.”’ 


Zuko quickly gave a respectful bow and then straitened up, not being sure what else he 
should do. He didn’t know the local customs for greeting important elders, yet. 


Plaloma scowled as she suddenly reached forward and gripped Zuko’s chin with a calloused 
hand, and he tried not to flinch back. What...what was she doing? 


Zuko didn’t know how to react or respond as she turned his face to the side. Sen started 
thrashing her tail, and he gripped the ferret-fox to make sure she didn’t mangle the village 
leader’s hand. 


He was relieved when Ten-Yu reached forward and gently pulled Zuko away from her. Mairi 
had her hand on Plaloma’s shoulder and was speaking to her. 


Zuko looked up at Ten-Yu, who was also speaking and gesturing. He only caught bits and 
pieces of what he was saying. 


Plaloma looked at him, and her expression was displeased. She said something, a name 
maybe, from what Zuko could gather. “--wouldn’t like this.” 


She gestured at Zuko, “He’s that *** descendant.” 
Ten-Yu simply pulled Zuko to the side and stood between him and Plaloma. 


Ten-Yu must have said something, because the village leader looked angry, now. Her 
wrinkles and tattoos emphasized her expression. She spoke too fast for any of it to make 
sense and shook her staff and pointed it in Ten-Yu’s direction. 


“KEK Not accepting **** n** whilem *** sh***” 
Ten-Yu gestured, as he responded. 
Even Mairi was speaking quickly. 


It was absolutely frustrating that Zuko had no idea what was being said, because he could tell 
that something was wrong — and — Plaloma was clearly unhappy about him (and likely Uncle) 
being here. How concerned were they supposed to be? Could they even stay here? Would 
they have to move somewhere else? What would happen to them if they couldn’t stay? 
Where else were they supposed to go? 


Plaloma shook her head, and then knocked on the door to the house where Uncle was. 
A few minutes later, the door was opened by Zhé-Se. 


Plaloma said something, but because it was from the side Zuko couldn’t exactly tell what she 
was saying. He caught a few words, though he couldn’t be sure if they were correct. 


“Dragon”, “Shu**"", “Inform” or “Infirm”? And a few others that that weren’t words that 
Zuko could make sense of. The conversation was going by too fast for him to properly sort 
and understand. But what little information he had did nothing to tell him what was going on. 


Plaloma and Ten-Yu both went into the house; followed by Mairi, who gave Zuko a 
reassuring smile before she entered. And then the door was closed; leaving Zuko alone to 
wonder how much trouble they were in. 
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Iroh was still trying to comprehend what Zhé-Sé had just told him. Of course, he was aware 
of Roku and Sozin’s friendship, and knew that there had been a falling out between them. 
There were only a few vague references in old family diaries at that time, but it seemed that 
most of the resources had been conveniently “lost”. 


There was a loud knock at Zhé-Se’s door, and she quickly went to answer it. He could hear 
Zhé-Sé’s voice, and then she walked into the small kitchen followed by an older woman 
along with Ten-Yu and Mairi. 


Ten-Yu had a strange expression on his face that showed he had a sense of discomfort. Mairi 
sent Iroh an apologetic frown. 


Iroh could recognize the tattoos on her arms and the locks of hair being pinned at her temples 
identifying her as a member of one of the Wet-Foot Water Tribe factions. He didn’t know 
enough about their tattoos or pinning and braiding hairstyles to identify which clan she was 
from. 


She was very far inland and not even living by the coast. Iroh wondered what brought her all 
the way out here. Either she had chosen to live on land, or it hadn’t been her choice. Iroh 
decided it was best not to ask until he got to know her better. 


Zhé-Sé smiled in a forcefully optimistic way that showed a hint of uneasiness. 
“Troh, this is Plaloma. Our village leader.” 


He smiled and nodded, but the woman did not return the greeting, but rather frowned even 
more. 


Zhé-Sé continued smiling and motioned with her hand. “Would you like to take a seat and 
have some tea?” 


The village leader made a displeased expression and her mouth looked as if she had sucked 
on a particularly bitter sour lemon. “I’m not here for pleasantries. I want to know why the 
Dragon of the West is in Shiisan.” 


Plaloma was very to the point. 


“T do not appreciate being informed second-hand of your arrival. One would think such an 
esteemed person of your standing would be fully aware of propriety. The fact that I wasn’t the 
first one you thought to grace with your presence says quite a bit.” 


Her tone was edged with forceful politeness wrapped around visible irritation. 


“Apologies,” Iroh placated. His plans for anonymity had been completely thrown out the 
window when he’d been recognized by Ten-Yu. So, meeting the village leader had been the 
furthest thing from his mind. 


She turned to Ten-Yu and Mairi. 


“Might I ask, once you found out who he was and decided to bring him here anyway, why 
wasn’t he brought to me first?” 


“Well, that’s why I came to tell you,” Mairi explained. 


“Zhé-Sé was the one he wanted to meet...”’ Ten-Yu added. “Because...he knows her 
cousin...” 


“Mm-hmm.” Plaloma hummed, severely arching her eyebrow. She turned back to Iroh. 
“What’s wrong with the boy outside? He has a strange, Spiritual Energy surrounding him.” 


She was at least Spiritually aware enough to notice something... 
“He’s been Spirit-Touched,” Iroh said. “He doesn’t present a danger to anyone here.” 


“Agreed, ma’am,” Ten-Yu quickly said. “Mairi and Eshika both agreed that he wasn’t 
dangerous.” 


Plaloma raised her brow, her voice sounding dubious. “Did you?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” Mairi said. “I promise he’s not Cursed.” 

Plaloma huffed in some form of personal disapproval. 

“Why are you here?” 

“My nephew and J are building a new life—” 


“Don’t waste everyone’s time with poor excuses. The deaf boy is one thing; you are another.” 
Plaloma said. There was a harshness to her tone. 


“Well, Madam Plaloma,” Iroh began. He had dealt with rigid people like her in the past, and 
he hoped that she would be receptive to listening to him. Plus, he maybe could use some of 
his usual charm. “I can tell that you clearly care about Shiisan—” 


Plaloma looked even more displeased. “Do not flail your tongue with useless flattery, 
General Iroh. I want to know why you are here.” 


She slammed the butt of her staff into the floor with a loud *thunk*. 
“If Ten-Yu had not found you out, would you have told people here who you really are?” 


Iroh hesitated to answer, because truthfully, he’d have to say he wouldn’t have. 


“It would have been a matter of self-preservation and selfishness on my part,” Iroh admitted, 
“T would have called myself ‘Mushi.’” 


Plaloma’s expression shifted as if she had just tasted something horribly sour. 


Iroh didn’t want to reveal too much, but it was becoming increasingly clear that Plaloma and 
the people of Shtsan in general would be suspicious of any outsiders. That would make any 
White Lotus business near impossible. 


So, Iroh decided to share some info — that he was trying to stop the War. 
Plaloma’s eyes widened. She looked to be even angrier. 


There was a shakiness in her tone as she pointed at him. “You’re bringing your people here?! 
You’re endangering us with your very presence!” 


“Plaloma...” Zhé-Sé reached for her shoulder. “It'll be okay.” 
“All it takes is one slip-up. One person to notice that one seemingly innocuous little detail!” 


“Ma’am, we can easily take care of anyone who tries to stir up trouble.” Ten-Yu said 
reassuringly and with absolute confidence. 


“We’re always careful,” Iroh tried to explain. 


“Careful? Careful?! You intended to Jie, and I do not appreciate being lied to. Every word out 
of your mouth must be scrutinized.” 


He remembered the warning: don ¢t mention anything about the Avatar. Except now he had 
the feeling that if he didn’t, Plaloma would add that to her reasons of him being 
untrustworthy. 


When Iroh told her that he hoped to find the Avatar, Plaloma scoffed. “Good luck finding the 
bastard, they left the world to rot.” 


She straightened and pursed her lips. After a moment, she scoffed again. 


“Fine.” Plaloma said tightly. “But know this: if people come looking for you because of 
this...group...” 


“Flower cult.” Ten-Yu helpfully interjected. 
“Tt’s not a cult.” Iroh attempted to explain, but Plaloma snorted. 


“Whatever you want to call it, I don’t care. You want to end the War that Sozin bastard 
started? Fine. We’ll ensure that the people here won’t bother those who are visiting you for 
official business. 


“But know this: I will not endanger the lives of my citizens because someone from your 
group was foolish enough to get caught. I don’t want you endangering the people who are 


trying to stay out of Sozin’s War. 


“T will not tell them where you are, but I will not demand anyone here die to help hide you. 
More than enough people have already died for your ancestors’ cause, and I will not willfully 
add to that number. 


“You had better make absolutely sure that any evidence of your activities does not lead back 
to Shisan.” 


For whatever it was worth, Iroh promised that he would do his best. 


Plaloma at least, had someone help Iroh and Zuko find a place to live. It was a decently sized 
two-story house with a balcony. Iroh could easily run a tea shop out of it. 


He was already imagining all the ways he could fix it up. The place did need a little work, but 
thankfully not too much. 


The opening of The Jasmine Dragon went without incident. 


Though he did help where he could, Zuko mostly preferred to stay in the kitchen where he 
could help bake the various pastries Iroh decided to offer alongside the tea. Or, once the 
customers were done at their table; if they were busy enough, Zuko was quick to clean the 
table and retreat to the back not wanting to interact with people if he didn’t have to. 


Iroh was considering hiring another one or two workers because he didn’t want so much to 
fall on his nephew, who should be able to spend time with his friends at such a young age. 


Several traveling businessmen who had business in Ba Sing Se often passed through Shisan 
for rest and trade expressed great interest in Iroh’s tea variety. It was truly flattering. 


A good number of the locals who stopped by were polite and friendly enough. Though, it 
seemed that rest who stopped by only did so to confirm any suspicions they may have held. 


They always looked around at the décor and plants as if Iroh was hiding something within 
them. The highly suspicious ones would buy a pot of hot tea and sit at one of the tables and 
glower at him over their teacups. 


Iroh remained friendly and ignored their glares. 


Some would buy a tin of tealeaves and keep such a close eye on him as if waiting for the 
moment he would poison them. 


Iroh smiled and threw in a few free samples to encourage them to come again. “Kill them 
with kindness,” as the phrase went. 


The people at least, always bought something as if to cover that they weren’t just coming in 
to investigate Iroh and his shop. 


Morbidly, when the news of Fire Lord Azulon’s death came to Shisan, it was treated as a 
celebration. Nobody said anything to him, and nobody said anything to their companions in 
his general vicinity as if taunting him and trying to provoke a reaction. 


Shisan’s celebrations only lasted for a little over two days. 


Zuko didn’t really react to his grandfather’s death. Understandably because he hadn’t been 
particularly close to the man. But what did have Zuko concerned was the fact that Ursa 
seemed to be simply gone. 


Iroh had no idea if she were even still alive. He wondered if he should try and find her (or her 
grave?) He surely hoped not. 


Still. Fire Lord Azulon had been his father. Iroh bought a memorial candle and seven white 
camellias, only out of respect and moral obligation. Iroh did not necessarily mourn his father. 
He mourned what could have been. 


He still opened The Jasmine Dragon, but in the mornings, he lit a single camellia on fire. One 
for every day for a week’s worth of mourning. Honoring the dead and marking down the 
days. It was what people who lost family members did in the Fire Nation. He had lit flowers 
for his wife, his son, and now his father. He did not want to light any for Zuko. 


It was late morning when a man who looked Fire Nation and a woman who looked Water 
Tribe entered. A little girl who appeared to be around four or five years old was being carried 
by the man. She glanced around with wide, blue-green eyes. 


The girl eagerly pointed out, “Look at all the pretty plants, Mommy!” 
“Yes, Dua,” the woman said with a small smile. 


The man grinned, pointing out one of the cactuses. “Look at that spikey one. Should I grab 
it?” 


“No!” the girl giggled. 


“Aw, why not?” the man asked with mock disappointment. “It’ll be fun!” 


This clearly entertained the girl as she dissolved into a fit of giggles and protested the man 
grabbing spiky plants. 


The woman walked up to the counter and greeted Iroh with a nod as her attention went to the 
menu. 


Looking at her, she was certainly a member of one of the Wet-Foot factions; and though she 
had a few on her arms and legs, she didn’t have all the tattoos typical of those Tribes. Her 
hair was more in the style of a simple Earth Kingdom ponytail, instead of the Wet-Foot’s 
style of braids and hair decorations, again making it difficult to distinguish which Tribe she 
was from. 


If she was all the way in the Earth Kingdom... As it was only their first meeting, he thought 
it better not to ask. 


Iroh was also struck with an odd air of familiarity with the man — but he couldn’t place where 
he might have known him. 


The woman hummed, for a moment. “Can I have some oolong, please? Black tea and 
something sweet for my kid?” 


“Of course,” Iroh wrote down her order. “And for you, sir?” 


“Green’s fine, thanks.” 


They sat down at a table, and with the design of the kitchen, Iroh could prepare tea in view of 
the customers. It added to the experience, he believed. With the added benefit of no-one 
being able to accuse him of poisoning them. 


“Tt’s not every day that the “Dragon of the West” prepares your tea,” the man said with a grin. 


Iroh simply smiled welcomingly. “It’s not every day I get the chance to prepare tea for such 
lovely customers.” 


“A dragon is preparing our tea?” Dua asked, looking wide-eyed. 
The man huffed and maintained his grin, looking more amused than anything else. 


“Of course, a dragon’s preparing the tea,” he told the girl very seriously. “That’s the big 
secret.” 


“Ohhh...” Dua looked at Iroh with child-like wonder. ““Wow.” 


“The name’s In-Ho,” the man said, nodding his head in greeting. 


“T’m Bulan, and this is my daughter, Dua.” Though she smiled, it was not one that reached 
her tired-looking eyes. 


Dua waved as she proudly announced, “I’m gonna be five.” 
“What a wonderful age.” Iroh said, preparing the tray. 
He then set it on the table, and they thanked him. 


His shop was pleasantly quiet as his customers enjoyed their tea. 


Afterwards, In-Ho and Bulan both walked back up to the counter with their tray and placed 
several coins down. 


“Can I have one of those sesame buns to go?” 
Iroh retrieved the desired bun and wrapped it. In-Ho handed the bun to Dua. 
“Take this to Uncle Brother, will you?” 


“Okay, Uncle In’o!” Dua said excitedly and ran out the door. 


Once the little girl had left, Bulan looked at Iroh with a small, casual smirk on her face. 
“A little bat-bird told me you’re looking for the Avatar. How bold.” 


“Coming to Shusan with such a noble goal,” In-Ho spoke with some exaggeration in his tone. 
“You're ballsy. Did you know before or after you arrived the utter distain for all things Fire 
Lord and Avatar?” 


“After.” Iroh admitted with a small smile. 
“How unfortunate.” In-Ho said with an amused lilt. 


Iroh simply continued to smile in that friendly, conversational way. “Yes, well. I was told that 
the people here don’t like the Avatar very much, though you two don’t seem to hold those 
same reservations.” 


Bulan shrugged lopsidedly. Her simple reply was, “We aren’t from here.” 

In-Ho nodded in agreement like that explained everything. 

“If I may ask, do either of you know exactly why...?” 

“Why people don’t like the Avatar and Sozin?” Bulan asked, raising a tattooed brow. 


“Where to even start?” In-Ho muttered, though he looked amused. 


Bulan leaned forward as if being conspiratorial. She cupped a hand around her mouth as she 
spoke just above a whisper. 


“You wanna hear my favorite story?” She grinned, though her casual smile still didn’t reach 
her eyes. “Roku and Sozin were wildly passionate secret lovers.” 


If Iroh had been drinking anything, he would have spit it out. 


Clearly entertained by the expression that was most definitely on his face, Bulan continued 
undeterred. 


“But then, Roku was the one who ended it. Maybe his wife found out, and she demanded he 
do so or else. The shame of it! And well, Sozin couldn’t take rejection — they had a very 
public fight and Roku ended up hanging Sozin from the palace’s balcony — or a cliff — 
depends on who you ask. 


“Either way, he was utterly humiliated and enraged. It wasn’t like he could actually admit 
being spurned by his lover. 


“There was no way he could take out his wrath on Roku. Him dying first wasn’t good enough 
for the spurned-lover-cantankerous Fire Lord. So, he made up some plausible-sounding 
excuses that the Air Nomads were “the Scourge of the Skies” perfectly justifying attacking 
them. But he wasn’t attacking the Air Nomads — he was attacking the Avatar. There’s 
absolutely no way he could ever actually admit what the whole thing was truly about. So, 
attacking the other Nations was obviously the next logical step.” 


Bulan gave a quiet chuckle, like she thought it was a joke. 


“He started a several generations war over a broken heart. Very scandalous, wouldn’t you 
agree?” 


Iroh had read the Royal Family’s various diaries and the accompanying history books, and 
there had never been any indication of something of that particular nature going on. 


“Yes.” 


Iroh didn’t know what else to do at that moment. He needed to busy himself with something, 
so he prepared more tea and served Bulan and In-Ho some as well (on the house). If people 
believed that Sozin started the war over something so...petty... 


Iroh took a sip of his tea and almost wished he were drinking alcohol. 


In-Ho spoke nonchalantly, though there was still the slightest hint of dramatic exaggeration in 
his tone. It was subtle, but Iroh thought he could almost hear the faintest hint of a Calderian 


accent in In-Ho’s voice. 


Except, In-Ho was an Earth name. Iroh put his questions and curiosity on hold as he focused 
on the real priority at that moment. 


“The one I heard when we first came here was that Sozin and Roku made a deal. See, they 
purposefully had a very public fallout so that no-one suspected them of anything nefarious. 
But Sozin took it too far — or maybe his soldiers did. After all those Air Nomad smear 
campaigns he couldn’t exactly demand people to go easy on the enemy. 


“Either way, something got way out of hand that neither the Avatar nor the Fire Lord 
accounted for. There are those who believe the Avatar wasn t supposed to disappear, and yet 
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In-Ho waved his hand to indicate the obvious. 
“They were both in on it — there are several variations on that one alone.” 
He took a final sip of his tea and placed his cup down on the tray. 


He leaned slightly to the side, glancing towards Zuko in the kitchen. Iroh glanced back as 
well, noticing how Zuko was focused on perfectly folding the dough around ingredients that 
needed to be baked. 


“He’s deaf, right?” In-Ho asked, and for the first time his voice held a tone of near- 
seriousness. “You should put mirrors up on the walls. Don’t want him running into anyone 
and people getting hurt and stuff breaking.” Very nonchalantly, he shrugged. “You can even 
get special candles that’ll flash at specific times.” 


His cocky smile returned, “Thanks again for the tea.” 


“Good luck, Iroh.” Bulan said, placing extra coins down, even though their second and third 
cups of tea had been free. “You'll need it.” 


While there were still several locals who seemed to continue holding onto their reservations, 
Iroh’s presence in Shtisan had gradually became an insignificant matter. 


A few had even become repeat customers and slowly began bringing their family members 
around as well. 


As Iroh was sweeping the front doorstep, he noticed across the street an older man — his hair 
was pepper-gray, and he wore small, wire-frame glasses. He ran a bookshop a few blocks 
down. 


This time, Iroh was absolutely certain that he knew him. But it was one of those occasions 
that he failed to place exactly how and where he knew the other man. He tried to call out a 
greeting, but the man barely acknowledged Iroh with nothing more than a cold, hard gaze, 
and continued walking. 


His other neighbors though, started to greet Iroh in the mornings and inquire about Zuko. 
They began talking to him about their lives and their own children, along with gossip. A few 
of the other business owners began a sort of trade with Iroh in exchange for small boxes of 
tea; while they provided their own goods and services. 


One of Iroh’s contacts dropped by for a simple game of Pai-Sho. They had simple 
conversation discussing The Jasmine Dragon, their health, and Zuko’s well-being. 


No news about the Avatar as of yet. 
After passing along the necessary messages, the man’s expression turned grave. 


“There’s something very strange going on,” the man said. His tone laced with concern and 
fear, showing how serious this situation was. He placed a map down on the Pai-Sho board 
and his fingers thrummed nervously. 


“There’s news of something attacking soldiers — both Earth and Fire. There’s even been a 
few small, out-of-the-way towns — both colonies and not. People who’ve managed to escape 
describe it as an...unkillable soldier. Bending and weapons don’t work on it. Its armor is a 
mixture of both Fire and Earth, and ill-fitting. Its fire is purple-black, and spreads easily from 
person to person. Here’s another thing: the bodies are burned, but not their clothing.” 


By that description, it was obviously something Spirit-related. 


His guest pointed out a haphazard path of drawn circles with both question marks and dates 
written besides them. According to the dates, the attacks were spread out and far-between, 
making them difficult to predict when and where they would happen. It was a slow path, 
circling wide, creeping outwards. 


“Whatever it is, its heading west towards the sea.” 


When Iroh heard about the odd happenings going on in Caldera some weeks later, he did not 
make the connection to the mysterious attacks in the Earth Kingdom. 


It was just after closing when an old man came to visit. His hair was white and thin, and his 
arthritic hands were wrapped tightly around a walking cane. He carried himself like a soldier; 
he had an imposing air about him. 


Iroh had the feeling that the man could still put up a decent fight much like Bumi could. 


He had his daughter with him, a rather serious looking woman. Though she did have crow’s 
feet and laugh lines, she didn’t really smile. Her hair was gray, and she walked next to her 
father as support. 


The old man had come to talk to Iroh. 


He told Iroh the story of a group of new recruits consisting of 276 soldiers who were sent to 
the Earth Kingdom about three years after the Comet. 


They were replacements for men who had been lost to one of the fiercer and more brutal 
regions of the Earth Kingdom. Their commander at least had the good sense to not try 
invading a second time. 


(When Iroh had been a General, a personal goal had been after he conquered Ba Sing Se, he 
would then be able to conquer an “untouched” region in the name of the Fire Nation.) 


They were ordered to “convert” the Earth Kingdom to Fire Nation rule. Along the way, they 
were to kill any stray Air Nomads they came across. 


The new recruits though, very quickly found themselves divided. 


There were those who were willing to do anything it took to impress their superiors if it 
meant recognition and prestige for themselves and their families. 


There were those who followed along blindly, doing what they were told to do without 
question, bringing out their worst traits because they were glorified and were not held 
accountable. 


There were those who were torn between what their Nation demanded of them; and what 
their parents and grandparents fearfully whispered to them in secret, because it was 
treasonous. 


When the soldiers witnessed the Fire Nation’s glory (against unarmed and untrained civilians 
and their easy victory was celebrated as if it had been a bloody and brutal battle on both 
sides) the new recruits asked questions amongst themselves. 


He was told (warned) early on that it was best to keep quiet and keep your head down. Do not 
question orders; because they know what happened to those who dared to question anything. 
It was an unspoken thing that they only whispered about amongst themselves and those they 
knew they could explicitly trust. It was nothing more than common sense and self- 
preservation. 


The old man’s eyes looked at a long-distant memory as he recounted battles against civilians 
and was haunted by them. 


He told Iroh that one of his fellow soldiers had confided that his mother had been a prostitute, 
and many had said the same things about her that was being said about the Earth Folk. 


If his blood was considered dirty just because of what his mother was and his father, a 
completely unknown stranger who had no need to stick around; and they both were already 
Fire Nation... what made him so different? 


Another haunted look, he told Iroh about the day everything changed. 


Against their numbers, the town didn’t have a chance. 


There were times when their General liked to make a point before he executed the men of the 
town. It was a demonstration of power; to show the Earth Folk who was the strongest. 


Butchered-burned towns and people were a warning. 


He told Iroh how he stood, watching. Forced himself to swallow bile as he tried to stop being 
sick and trying to somehow justify being there. 


The men of the town had been tied up and forced to their knees. They could plead and beg for 
their wives and daughters, but it wouldn’t make a difference in the end. 


The men would still die; and the women would give birth to “pure” children. 


The General grabbed the Town Leader’s daughter and dragged her into one of the houses. 


She was screaming. 


Her father was simultaneously cursing at the soldiers and begging them to spare his daughter. 


People were crying. 


This was meant to happen, even though his fists shook. He tried to drown out her screams 
and the pleadings and cursing of the townsfolk. 


They should know better, after all. The General was making a name for himself, after all. 
They should know better than try to fight back. 


She should just stop fighting and take it; it would be over much faster if— 


Iroh recognized the haunted look in the man’s eyes, remembering an unfortunate memory. 
He’d seen that same expression on his own face when he looked in the mirror after losing Lu- 
Ten. 


“T am ashamed to this day that I wasn’t the first one to move. But the soldier that did, said 
that he had a younger sister around her age. If something like this were happening to either of 
them... Shouldn’t someone...do something?” 


The fellow soldier had humanized the enemy. 


“Mika. Her name was Mika.” 


The old man said her name with a sort of haunted reverence, as if desperately needing Iroh to 
know of the girl who had inadvertently had a hand in the events to come. 


The soldier was moving, and though he was a Bender he had grabbed a club from a non- 
bender and ran into the house where the General and the girl were. They heard the screams 
and the yelling — 


And the chaos unfolded from there as the Fire Nation soldiers turned on each other. 
The townsfolk didn’t dare interfere with Firebenders in the midst of a disagreement. 


The only reason the new recruits had “won” against their fellow soldiers was because they 
outnumbered them. 


And then, the reality of what they had done hit them — and there was panic. They had 
committed treason. 


But some of the more level-headed soldiers managed to calm everyone down. 


They needed to leave — and told the townsfolk “We were never here.” 


“«,.he’d done a number on the General. Completely smashed his face in. We cleaned up what 
we could and marched the dead in a different direction for several miles and burned the 
bodies and our armor and buried what we could. Tried to make it look like an Earth Army 
ambush that the town had nothing to do with.” 


They checked their maps to make sure they avoided the more hostile regions and any Fire 
Nation outposts. The men marched in a completely different direction they had come in from, 
burning incense just in case any wayward Dark Spirits were attracted to the dead. They 
walked until the Sun was setting. 


Finally, they came to bare stretch of land where they laid out the dead; carefully separating 
their friends from the others. And then they removed their own armor and placed it down, 
covered what they could in lamp oil and blasting jelly, before setting it all on fire. 


The smoke might draw unwanted attention, and hopefully it wouldn’t be until the morning 
the scene would be discovered. 


They discussed the absolutely dire situation amongst themselves as they quickly moved on in 
a direction that hopefully wouldn’t cross paths with other Fire Nationals. 


They were traitors to their Nation — they would be executed if they were found out. They had 
brought dishonor to their families. If they tried to go home, it would be in chains. Maybe they 
could maintain some semblance of honor if they committed seppuku. 


But their families would still be ashamed and crushed for what they had done. 
What were they supposed to do? 


There was no way they could just...join a Fire Nation colony. That was Fire Nation territory 
—if they were found out...they would be made examples of. 


Could they just...keep moving, like nomads or something? But then...if they were ever 
discovered, would they be hunted down? 


Running and hiding like cowards, all because they did not want to die. But what other option 
was there? They could not bring shame to their families, and death seemed to be waiting at 
the end of every viable option. 


A radical, desperate plan was reached: ask an Earth Kingdom town for sanctuary. 


After marching for several weeks, they finally managed to reach a small, out-of-the-way 
town several days away from the great city of Ba Sing Se. One man went with a letter of 
request to meet the town leader. 


With no options left, they were counting on the mercy of people who were their enemies and 
could easily decide to crush their limbs for even having the nerve to step on the same dirt as 
them. 


They wrote a very formal letter, explaining that they had abandoned the Fire Nation Army, 
and that now they were seeking sanctuary. With the promise that they would share their 
knowledge and abilities to provide for and support the town; and they could live there in 
return. 


A lone messenger delivered the letter to one of the townsfolk, and quickly retreated to 
hopefully show that he was not here as an enemy. 


It was several, long, agonizing hours of waiting before the townsfolk hesitantly accepted their 
offer. 


The townsfolk of course, had their questions, and the horrible truth could not be hidden. Why 
had they turned against their commander? How could they trust that the ex-soldiers would 
not do the same to them? 


Some townsfolk understandably, did not want the ex-soldiers there, but agreed that their 
situation was not a desirable one. 


Over the course of their discussions with the townsfolk, when it was brought to light that 
Roku had had the chance to stop Sozin and didn 7, the townsfolk suddenly were both angry 
and fearful. 


That was when the ex-soldiers were told of Na-Ai. 


Understanding was what caused the townsfolk to accept the Firebenders. 


In their minds, it was Na-Ai all over again. 


The ex-soldiers finally cut their hair and gave the town leader the locks of hair as proof they 
were no longer tied to their Nation. 


“You can’t count on the Avatar,” the old man said, his hardened yellow-gold eyes flashed 
with anger. “Even if you find them, they’ll just make this War worse for all of us.” 


Gradually, word had gotten out that Iroh was both trying to find a way to stop the War and 
find the Avatar. 


Many people came in the early hours, or around the time The Jasmine Dragon was closed, as 
if they didn’t want anyone else to see them, whispering theories and warnings. It was as if 
they didn’t want to risk as being associated with him. 


A few came during the slower hours in the afternoon, not really caring what others might 
think of them and simply talked. 


A few talked to him while he was shopping; and when they both had the time to do so. On 
the bright side, he supposed, people were considerate. 


More than a few people not so subtly (nor politely) called him an idiot and a “damn fool” to 
his face. 


As In-Ho had told him, there were several variations of the same stories. It appeared that Iroh 
had fortunately (or unfortunately, it depends) had become the person people could air all their 
grievances about the Avatar and Sozin to. There were those who spoke calmly. Most it 
seemed, used it as an excuse to tell Iroh how the Fire Lord and the Avatar were the most 
despicable people to have ever graced the Four Nations. 


Others began to tell him of their own speculations. 


It was best to avoid any argument, he’d been warned — and so he agreed and only asked 
questions if he were somehow prompted. 


One person told him with a world-weary tone, “The Avatar got tired of the world, and so they 
abandoned us. Why do you think they haven’t showed up? The Avatar disappeared on 
purpose.” 


“That Avatar bastard is still out there. Laughing at us. They planned this,” it was spoken with 
a bitter venom. “Roku sold us — the wor/d out. Look at the Avatar’s history — one incarnation 
makes a shitty mess of something that falls onto the rest of us to deal with. And then the next 
incarnation cleans up the mess and gets to be the hero. They just want to look useful.” 


The woman spat on the ground as if to alleviate herself from a Curse after merely speaking 
the name of an Avatar. 


“Sozin and Roku made a deal. It’s some kind of Spirit nonsense, I’m sure. The Avatar made 
the decision to abandon everything — the Air Nomads were the sacrifice that was paid to 


ensure that the Avatar couldn t return — and Sozin could do whatever he damn-well pleased. 
Azulon, you — were pulled into it. That deaf boy got lucky.” 


“Clearly, they made some kind of deal, you know? Like, the Avatar was trying to prove a 
reason for their usefulness, yeah? Except Sozin failed to keep his part. The Air Nomads 
weren’t supposed to die like they did. Not all of them like that.” 


Despite the calmness with which he spoke, the man’s expression showed a vicious anger. “He 
pulled the rest of us in, consequences be damned.” 


“The Avatar is utterly useless!” the woman said, emphasizing her point by slamming her 
hand on the countertop. “If Roku had just done his damn job and killed Sozin, then none of 
us would be here!” 


Iroh wondered if he should point out that that would mean people here wouldn’t exist. She 
answered his unasked question. 


“But you have these idiots out there praying that the Avatar will return when we’re in this 
mess because of the Avatar!” 


Feeling empty, the only response he could think of was entirely lackluster. “I see.” 


“Everything we have — our lives, our children — this peace — it all exists at the cost of the rest 
of the world,” The woman was of small stature. She held onto the small tin of tea she had just 
bought with unnecessary fierceness, her knuckles turning white. 


She looked up at Iroh with golden-brown eyes that held a hint of green. Strong and stubborn 
like the Earth and angry and passionate like the Fire. 


“We don’t have the right to exist — we shouldnt exist. And yet — I'd fight for it.” 


Iroh thought of Lu Ten and all the soldiers who died for nothing in the end. It was a heavy 
cost indeed. 


The gray-haired woman had a sad smile as she peered down at her tea. Her arthritic fingers 
traced the rim of her cup. 


“Do you know about the infamous legend of Na-A1?” she asked. She said the name with a 
tone of disgust though her expression didn’t change. 


“1 do.” Iroh confirmed. 


“Na-Ai was many things — a fool, a coward, and a traitor. The list goes on.” Her expression 
was hardened. “But Roku? We’ve wondered why he didn’t kill Sozin when he had every 
opportunity. But it’s obvious, once you think about it. Roku was giving Sozin his Avatar’s 
Blessing, all while pretending to take care of the problem. Na-Ai at least had their naivety as 
an excuse, but Roku Anew what his previous incarnation had done, and he didn ¢ care.” 


She turned to Iroh and looked at him with disdain in her voice, and her green eyes flashed 
with anger. “...Roku is just as bad as Na-Ai was — if not worse.” 


It struck Iroh how their names were spoken with such vitriol, as if she were hoping to curse 
people long dead into experiencing dreadful bouts of misery. 


“Gao-An may have terrorized the Earth Kingdom, but Sozin tore apart the world.” 


The man’s comment was so matter of fact, as if he were simply discussing the weather. 


Even though it was late at night and well into the early hours of the next morning, Iroh had 
the unfortunate inability to sleep. He figured he might as well be productive. He needed to go 
over his notes involving various White Lotus missions along with his business reports and 
expenses. 


As Iroh looked over notes involving various White Lotus missions and important Pai-Sho 
strategies, he massaged his temples. His mind was unfortunately distracted (the very thing 
that was causing his sleeplessness) as he thought of the conversations he’d had with the 
locals. 


As Zhé-Sé had told him, “They saw the horrors of war and realized what fighting in Sozin’s 
war truly entailed. So, Fire Nation soldiers died somewhere in the Earth Kingdom, and an 
Earth Kingdom town’s population increased.” 


Shisan was adamantly neutral because they viewed any sort of participation in the War as 
either fighting for the Fire Lord who started the War; or fighting for the Avatar who allowed 
the War to happen. The only time they ever fought was if their own was in danger. 


From what Iroh had learned through conversations with people, there used to be a large and 
profitable Earth Kingdom town long before Shtisan even existed. But then Avatar Na-Ai 
spared Gao-An, and he went on to destroy and nearly wipe out that town. There were people 
who managed to survive; although they were scattered, bruised, and broken. 


Shisan rose from the ashes of that former town. 


Avatar Roku’s failure to stop Sozin had inadvertently displaced people and forever cut them 
off from their families. 


While the townsfolk might not interfere with his business personal or otherwise, they 
certainly wouldn’t be helping it either if it came to the Avatar. The resentment ran deep and 
the Avatar being the hope of the world was salt to the wound. 


Priestess Kaori had told him the Avatar was still alive. If so, where were they? Why hadn’t 
they interfered by now? What if the people here were right, and the Avatar had truly 
abandoned the world? He didn’t want to think like that. Finding the Avatar was probably, 
admittedly, more selfish on his part because that meant saving his countrymen (and his 
nephew most of all.) 


He hated that seed of doubt and how the furious whispers and accusations sounded in the 
back of his mind. What if he truly couldn’t find the Avatar and thousands of people were 
wiped out, and Zuko would -- 


Iroh went back to Pai-Sho strategies and writing to his allies as he told them of what he’d 
learned in Shusan. He felt some shame that he hadn’t been concentrating on what was in front 
of him and focusing more on the “what if’. He needed to keep his eyes on the goal and not 
concern himself with...everything else. 


Chapter End Notes 


Jin will be showing up in a few chapters and we're gradually getting closer to the 
appearance of Jet and the GAang... 


Feel free to add your own theories. 


Be Sure to Clench your Teeth When You Land so You Don’t Bite 
Off Your Tongue 


Chapter Summary 


The rumors are already spreading. Why is the Dragon of the West in Shtisan? 


Meanwhile, Zuko meets new people, and his vocabulary broadens. 


Chapter Notes 


Warnings: language, teenage boys 


I just had to go and make a foul-mouthed OC. Although, this is probably going to be one 
of the very few chapters where the language gets especially coarse. 


I probably will change some things, but I really wanted to stop holding this chapter 
hostage because I kept nitpicking at it. 


Plalomd at least, had someone help Iroh and Zuko find a place to live. It was a decently sized 
two-story house with a balcony. Iroh could easily run a tea shop out of it. 


He was already imagining all the ways he could fix it up. The place did need a little work, but 
thankfully not too much. 


The house was made of stone, though the balcony out front was made of wood. It had been a 
former shop; but the characters on the derelict sign had worn away some time ago, making 
the words entirely indecipherable. 


The outside had looked better than the inside. Upon entering the house, the former owner(s) 
had pretty much left everything behind and locked the doors. There were dusty, old crates 
filled with broken and rusted tools and other basic supplies stacked and scattered haphazardly 
throughout the house. 


There was also an odd, musty, rotten odor permeating throughout the house. It was especially 
pungent upon entering the kitchen. What in Agni’s name was that smell?! 


‘It stinks!’ Zuko signed, and quickly pinched his nose. 
Even Sen snorted and shook her head. 


Iroh figured that they would have to expand the counter, add a wall here and there to best 
utilize the space. 


The stairs were made of wood, which desperately needed replacing; as they were rotten and 
creaked terribly. 


The smell wasn’t as noticeable upstairs and he and Zuko opened all the windows to try and 
air the house out. 


They did do some basic cleaning, but both of them were too exhausted to take care of such a 
monumental task within hours of arriving. 


They got as settled in as best they could. That evening, as Zuko and Sen slept, Iroh drew up a 
few plans for setting up their home and running a tea shop. He would have to see if there was 
a carpenter — or maybe he could have stone tables and chairs? But then how comfortable 
would that be? 


There was also a patio out back, so they could have inside and outside seating? 
Iroh took a deep breath in and let out a sigh. The candle flickered in time with his breath. 


A part of him wondered if this would actually work. (Although, it was a little too late to be 
having doubts, now). He knew that people wouldn’t be happy about his presence once they 
learned that the Dragon of West was in Shisan. He hoped that none of that anger would bleed 
over onto Zuko. 


Iroh was exhausted mentally and physically but found it difficult to sleep. 
He laid on his cot, his mind racing in circles. 


He needed to think about the shop; needed to contact certain members in the White Lotus and 
update them; needed to be watchful for the residents who may or may not like that he was 
now living here; needed to look for the Avatar, but --- 


Stop. 


Breathe. In, out. 


Repeat. 


It did not do a man any good worrying about what tomorrow may bring. 


First things first, they needed to start cleaning. (Iroh really hoped they would be able to find 
whatever was the source of that smell.) 


The house was mostly made with stone and some wood. Clearly, he needed an Earthbender if 
he wanted to make the space functional. 


Iroh made a list of things they needed to do, and the things they would eventually need. He 
liked being prepared, and he approached the task with similar gusto as he had back when he 
was a general. 


(Though, he wasn’t as harsh or strict as this was his nephew, of course.) 


Sen kept chasing several rodents that were startled out of their hiding places within the 
abandoned and broken-down crates. 


Tofu kept sticking her head through the open windows to sniff things and snatched a few of 
the unfortunate rodents that evaded Sen. 


They had various growing piles of junk that needed to be thrown out, and Zuko started in of 
the first-floor rooms and began carrying everything out. 


There were some shelves that had been left behind that were still usable, so Iroh set them 
aside to be cleaned later. 


It was around mid-morning when there was a knock on the door, even though it was open. 


Iroh answered it to see a tall boy possibly a few years older than Zuko, given his height. He 
had dark blue eyes, and his dark hair was just long enough to be pulled back into a messy 


ponytail. He had some Water Tribe features, but none of the usual distinctive clothing, beads, 
or tattoos. 


“Hello,” Iroh greeted. “Can I help you?” 


“T’m Akihar,” the boy drawled, looking quite apathetic about the situation. “My cousins and 
sibling are all busy with their own shi-tuff and there’s nothing better to do.” 


“Oh?” 


Akihar simply walked past Iroh into the house as he said rather bluntly, “My uncle said you 
lied to him.” 


Ah. 
“Who’s your uncle?” 


“Ten-Yu.” Akihar replied. He continued with bluntness, ““And my other uncle has been bitc- 
er, um, complaining about you. He had nothing particularly nice to say.” 


Iroh forced a friendly smile to avoid any more awkwardness. 


Akihar wrinkled his nose, frowning as he glanced around the house. “This place smells like a 
musty, used crotch cloth.” 


The boy froze as if realizing what he’d just said. His expression shifted just enough to show 
the slightest hint of anticipation, waiting to see how or if Iroh would respond. 


Well...Iroh had heard worse. 
He ignored the comment and instead responded with, “We haven’t figured out what it is, yet.” 


Akihar’s expression shifted back to scowling once it was clear that Iroh didn’t intend to call 
out his crude language. 


Zuko exited one of the rooms carrying some broken wood from the crates. He paused and 
glanced curiously at Akihar — who still scowled, but he waved. 


“Hey, Zuko.” Akihar began to sign slowly in a way that Iroh wasn’t familiar with — and he 
was at an angle that Iroh couldn’t see his hands clearly. 


Tossing the boards he was carrying down in the growing pile, Zuko focused with his brow 
furrowed for a few minutes before he signed in response using Earth Sign, ‘Nothing much, 
really.’ 


“So, young Akihar,” Iroh stepped up to the boys and made sure to get Zuko’s attention. 
“What can we do for you today? 


“...[’m here to help.” Akihar said, still signing slowly in that unfamiliar way as he spoke. 
“Not like I have anything else to do. So...it’s whatever.” 


Iroh smiled. “Your help is appreciated. We’ve cleared the front room as you can see, but we 
need to clean up all this dust,” he motioned around them. 


“T can do that, easy enough.” Akihar said. He glanced towards a nearby bucket and went that 
was filled with dirty water from a previous cleaning session that they hadn’t had a chance to 
dump , yet. 


With a flick of his wrist, he pulled out a stream of water and easily filtered out the dirt using a 
kata that struck Iroh as oddly familiar — though, he couldn’t place it at the moment. 


Zuko stared, fascinated. Sen had to be held back from trying to tackle the water. 


It was an interesting sight to see Akihar easily run the water across the floor and ceilings 
picking up the dirt their initial scrubbing had missed and cobwebs they hadn’t been able to 
get to just yet. He then smoothly deposited the dirt outside without losing a drop of water. 


His stance was interesting, Iroh observed. It reminded him vaguely of the Northern style of 
waterbending — while it was slightly off, he was fairly certain that it was the feminine style of 
bending. 


While the women in the North certainly only learned to heal, there was some allowance for 
them to learn basic waterbending to make household chores a bit easier. 


In his various conversations with Pakku, Iroh could infer that women who stepped anywhere 
outside of their perceived roles were punished. How severely, he didn’t know for sure. 


“You're quite skilled,” Iroh commented. “And it definitely saves us time.” 
“This shi...stuff is nothing.” 


“Are you from the North?” Iroh asked, only because he was trying to get to know the boy a 
little better. 


Akihar made a snorting, scoffing noise. “No.” 


“Your bending looks Northern influenced.” Iroh commented. Because after watching for a 
few minutes more, he recognized the flowing movements as one of Yugoda’s techniques. 


The elders amongst the Northern women had signature styles to some of their techniques and 
which was passed on to their students through their teachings. 


“You'd be right.” Akihar replied, as he filtered the water clean and placed it back into the 
bucket. 


This was quite interesting. He was aware that women in the past had fled the North — though, 
there were those who saw women leaving as a sort of betrayal to all things sacred. 


“Then, judging by your bending, I’d have to assume that your mother’s from the North, yes?” 


Akihar almost looked as if he was about to say something, but replied with a simple, and very 
flat sounding, “Yes. 


It itched at his curiosity as he wondered how a woman from the North ended up this far into 
the Earth Kingdom. 


He was aware that there had been several women who “absconded” from the North, to say 
the least. Pakku had certainly given his opinion on the matter with a bitter sort of disapproval 
that sounded like he’d been personally affected by someone “absconding”’. 


It was dangerous out in the world, and the women left without knowing how to properly fight 
even if they were Waterbenders. To avoid any sort of argument, Iroh never asked questions 
that delved too deeply into Pakku’s past. He listened to Pakku’s complaints and didn’t 
disagree or offer support. 


“Might I inquire about why she left?” Iroh asked conversationally. 


The boy made a noise that was a mix between a snort and a scoff. “Because she has 
standards.” 


He didn’t bother to elaborate as he bent the clean water back into the bucket. 
Just then, a voice called out, “Hello!” 
Eshika and Mairi waved at them from one of the open windows. 


Upon entering the house, Eshika immediately ran over and hugged Akihar. He didn’t have 
time to react, so his arms were pinned at his sides. “It’s so good to see you, Aki!” 


“Akihar. Only my friends call me Aki.” 
He squirmed away from her and scowled. “Auntie. I’m doing just, whatever.” 


Eshika’s eyebrow twinged. “You’re so cold to me. Do you really have to call me that? It 
makes me feel old; I’m only five years older than you.” 


Akihar made a snorting noise, which clearly irritated Eshika. 
“,.Auntie?” Iroh was doing his best to follow. 


“My older sister married her brother.” Akihar sounded annoyed as he explained, “The way 
they’ve been acting is repulsive.” 


Eshika rolled her eyes and scowled with disapproval. “Really? Repulsive?” 


“You try listening to them swap saliva.” 


Eshika frowned at him, as if this were a common occurrence. She placed her hands on her 
hips, her bracelets clinking gently together. “Oh, come on!” 


“Clearly you haven’t spent any time with them.” 
He turned on his heel, “I’m going into the other room to clean.” 


He signed something to Zuko and grabbed the bucket. They both went into the one of the 
other rooms with Zuko signing something to the other boy. 


Eshika grumbled under her breath and massaged her temples. 


“We decided to come by and see if you needed anything,” Mairi said, her voice filled the 
awkward atmosphere, and the subject was changed easily enough. 


“We also brought lunch.” 
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Zuko helped Akihar push several empty and falling apart crates out the back door. Sen 
gleefully went after several cockroach-mice that scurried out of the junk. Tofu was just 
outside the door waiting with anticipation for any snacks coming her way. 


Akihar would pause their work periodically to make conversation, easily holding onto the 
water with one hand and signing with the other. The way he spoke was confusing. His signs 
were a mix between Earth and Fire Sign with slightly different hand placements with non- 
sensical signs occasionally thrown in. 


He at least spoke and signed at the same time, albeit a bit slower because sometimes he had 
to explain what a sign meant. 


Or a word or two. Several words, actually. 


But there were odd words and terms he constantly threw in that didn’t make much sense. 
Assuming context, his signing consisted of a mix of insults and simple conversation. 


Zuko just nodded like he understood because Akihar was willingly talking to him, and he 
didn’t want the other boy to think he was an idiot, or something. 


Akihar was blunt but wasn’t very expressive. He did put a certain emphasis into his entire 
posture at times, and any expression he did make mostly consisted of annoyance, boredom, 
and sarcasm. 


Zuko told him a bit about his family; Mother, Azula, Uncle, along with Pima and Kojin. 


At one point, Zuko closed his eyes and focused on Akihar — he was a stormy, dark blue color 
— but cool and calm. Sort of in the way that a rainstorm was cleansing. 


Zuko had to focus on the occasional arch of Akihar’s eyebrow and the way the corners of his 
mouth moved as he was speaking while signing. 


“Everybody’s talking about your uncle, you know. Have you heard anything?” Akihar asked, 
signing ‘hear’ next to his eye. 


‘I don’t hear anything, really.’ Zuko replied, mostly serious. 


That response got Akihar’s mouth to scrunch up a bit and his shoulders to make a shrugging 
motion in a way that Zuko could only assume he laughed, even though there wasn’t a sign of 
him smiling. 


“Yeah, true.” 


Akihar then said something that didn’t make any sense, but he seemed to think that Zuko 
understood? 


There was something about it all being a pile of bull-pig poop. Not everyone was like that, 
but some old, wrinkle-****** liked flapping their tongues. 


Why...would they talk about poop? (But his mouth said “shed?” Or “shet?”) What did that 
mean? 


They had nothing better to do besides licking each other’s...ash holes? Sholes? (What did 
that even mean?!) They just liked spreading stupid rumors and desperately wanted to 
contribute no matter if what they were saying was true or not. 


“The fuggerz like to make shid up, it’s fugging irritating.” 


Apparently, according to him, most people had nothing nice to say about Uncle; others were 
suspicious; and a small majority didn’t give a fug. 


(Whatever that meant.) 


Some people were already talking about Zuko speculating whether he was actually Uncle’s 
nephew. They were saying (that weird poop(?) word) that he was Uncle’s secret love child so 
that was why he couldn’t go back to the Fire Nation. 


“Tt’s so obvious you’re not Earth, your Earth signing sucks,” Akihar said, and given how he 
was signing and with the slightest shift of his expression, it obviously wasn ¢ an insult. 


‘...People are saying that?’ 

“Uncle Ten-Yu, Auntie, and Mirai especially have been saying that your uncle is working to 
try and help stop the Fire Nation, but not everyone believes it. The whole Dragon of the West 
shid, you know.” 


Akihar tossed a broken pot outside on one of the growing junk piles. 


What did “fuggerz” mean? 


Akihar mentioned his family, and that the “shid-hole licking fuggers” gossiped about his 
family too. Saying stuff like that they were involved in some pretty shady stuff that involved 
killing people and feeding their bodies to the resident boar-armadillos. 


“Those things will eat just about anything.” 


That — that whole “shady stuff and killing people” wasn’t true, was it? It was extremely 
difficult to tell. 


Zuko must have had an expression on his face because Akihar then said, “I was joking. A 
little. They only cut off their hands and feet.” 


He shrugged, “Dead people don’t pay back debts. So, it’s not half as bad as the shiddy rumors 
say they are.” 


‘Seriously?!’ 
Akihar raised an eyebrow. 
“It was a joke. Sort of. You’ve met my uncle.” He said, like it explained everything. 


He still looked very serious, making it incredibly difficult to tell if he was actually joking or 
not. He left it at that, explaining nothing else. 


Akihar simply changed the subject again, saying something about someone named “Auntie” 
and that side of the family being annoying. 


Zuko had no idea who “Auntie” was and had to ask, feeling slightly annoyed with himself 
that he was having a difficult time keeping up. 


“Oh. Eshika. It annoys her when I call her that. Her older brother is married to my older 
sister. It’s fugging disgusting.” 


*...Why?’ Zuko couldn’t help but ask. 


“Watch them swap saliva some time. Then you’!! understand.” 


Zuko thought he did. ‘My godparents would do that all the time. They’d spar, and the winner 
would kiss the loser as a killing blow.’ 


He made sure to emphasize the way Pima and Kojin liked to kiss during their spars. 


Akihar made a face that clearly showed he thought it was well, disgusting. 


When they moved several old crates that were stacked in the corner, they were hit with that 
smell. Both of them resisted the urge to gag. That was when they found that one of the crates 
was filled with a few sacks of rotting, mold-covered potato-beets. 


They both worked quickly to shove the crate out the back door. 


Akihar did a quick sweep with his waterbending and then easily filtered out the dirt from the 
water before turning to face Zuko. 


“You'll probably be helping your uncle with setting everything up for the next few days. 
Once you’re finished, are you interested in meeting everyone else? We can show you the 
cliffs.” 


Akihar said it like it was nothing, and continued, “My cousin’s a ***** but you have to earn 
the right to call him that. I’m warning you now that he’Il try to rope you into something 
stupid.” 


‘Call him what?’ Zuko asked. 
‘Dumbass.’ Akihar replied. 


He then turned to sweep the stream of water through the rafters to clear out the dust and 
cobwebs. That was added to the mental list of words that Zuko needed to ask him to clarify. 


Zuko frowned, trying to figure out what Akihar meant by that. And yet again, he was 
throwing in words and signs that Zuko didn’t understand. 


(Was he insulting his cousin? That didn’t seem to really be the case, though.) 


One of Zuko’s biggest concerns about moving here was how he would even begin to 
approach other kids — or if he’d even be welcome. 


Back with the Sun Warriors, the other kids his age had avoided him. He had been an outsider 
in more ways than one. And that was before Chantico’s Mark. 


Pima had been there to introduce him to Hana and Ryu. He couldn’t exactly wait for other 
people to introduce him — there was a feeling of embarrassment as he thought of Uncle 
approaching people and asking if it was alright for his nephew to play with their kids. 


He was thirteen now, for Agni’s sake! How desperate and pathetic did that make him look? 
He should be able to approach people on his own! 


But...Akihar was inviting him somewhere, so... 


‘Okay.’ 


“Great.” Akihar’s expression remained neutral. ““When you’re free, then.” 
p ; 
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It was a relief that there was someone who was able to take all the unneeded junk that day. As 
Iroh and the others began piling the crates in a cart to be taken away, he heard a slam of the 
crates coming together. 


From how he was flexing his fingers, Akihar had clearly been the one who’d gotten his 
fingers caught. 


“By the Mountain Brothers’ holy fu—crying out loud ji...!” a few more muttered words 
followed. He insisted quickly through gritted teeth, “I’m fine!” 


They sat down for a late lunch, which Mairi provided, while Iroh made tea. 


Zuko clearly tolerated the tea, but he still drank it. Akihar took an obviously polite sip of his 
tea. And then like a heathen, he cooled down the tea so that it was no longer steaming and 
proceeded to drink it ice cold. 


Iroh’s heart nearly gave out at the sight! 


Eshika and Mairi were the only ones to truly appreciate the fine art and hard work put into 
making this particular blend. 
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It had already been a few days since he and Uncle settled into Shiisan. They had been busy 
with cleaning and repairs. 


Things had settled down, by now. Though, there were still a few minor tweaks that only 
Uncle seemed to care about. Zuko was sitting outside on the balcony. Today was warm and 
humid, but not to the extent the Fire Nation was. Feeling very bored, he was playing the wick 
game by himself. He focused all his attention on slowing the burning wick. 


Sen started being mischievous and began scrambling around his pantleg. Her little bounding 
around his leg pulled Zuko’s attention away from the wick. After a quick, small burst of fire 
to burn the wick the rest of the way, Zuko was focused on Sen. Suddenly two pairs of feet 
(one of which was barefoot) entered his vision. He jerked up and the back of his head met the 
wall. Cringing, Zuko looked up at two boys who were around his age who were both grinning 
widely at him. 


How did they even get up here? The only way out to the balcony was through the door. 


One boy had darker skin and green eyes. The other was pale with honey-brown eyes, and he 
had several old scars along his chin and cheek like his face had been dragged against 
something rough. His grin revealed that he was missing a few teeth. 


They both started signing...? But none of it really made any sense. Maybe there was a sign or 
two that Zuko understood, but it was all confusing. At first, he thought that maybe they were 
making fun of him, but he recognized a few of the signs after a minute or two. 


Well...the green-eyed guy was also speaking and signing...? But he was talking way too fast. 
And his signing was confusing! 


The boys both reached out and pulled Zuko to his feet. 
What was going on? 


Neither of them seemed to have ill-intentions and the scarred boy reached over to pet Sen. 
She playfully nipped at his hand. If Sen wasn’t tearing into his hand, then that was a good 
thing, right? 


It turned out that a dirt platform had been raised to reach the balcony. At the risk of getting 
dragged and stumbling awkwardly onto the platform, Zuko quickly stepped over the railing 
while the grinning, green-eyed guy was the one to lower the platform with a stomp of his 
foot. 


The boys both seemed really excited about something, and with them holding onto his arms, 
Zuko couldn’t even try to sign and ask what was going on. He tried to pay attention to where 
they were going, but that was proving to be difficult because the green-eyed grinning guy 
was talking and signing at the same time. 


They walked through several winding alleyways until they reached a section where it was the 
back alleyway of several other businesses. 


Zuko recognized Miruka and Akihar right away. There was another girl there, who looked 
very much like the grinning guy, but she had blue eyes. 


The grinning guy started excitedly speaking to the others, Miruka grinned and waved. The 
other girl looked at him curiously. Though, Akihar didn’t look impressed at all, and even 
seemed a bit annoyed. 


Feeling exceptionally lost, Zuko tried following what grinning guy was saying. He was even 
more confused when grinning guy and scarred guy both suddenly spread their arms out 
towards Zuko like they were presenting him or something? 


They all were looking at Zuko expectantly now. What was he supposed to do? 
Introducing himself was the only thing he could think of. 

‘Hi, Z-U-K-O here.’ 

“You came!” Miruka said happily. 


Akihar glared at Zuko — maybe it wasn’t a glare? He was speaking and signing, though Zuko 
had a hard time understanding what he was saying because he was going fast. 


The two guys both made a face and looked at Zuko. Akihar waved his hand to get Zuko’s 
attention. It took Zuko a moment to understand. 


“Do you know what’s going on right now?” 
Zuko shook his head. 


Akihar started visibly yelling and signing. “You idiots! You kidnapped him and didn’t tell 
him anything?!” 


Both boys gave Zuko a wide-eyed look. He was only able to put together bits and pieces as 
he watched them sign rapidly. 


“We didn’t kidnap him! We told him!’ 

*...*** didn’t say anything!’ 

Back to Akihar, “Why would he say anything--!” 

Whatever was going on was lost when both girls walked up to Zuko. 


He was suddenly grabbed into a tight hug by the new girl. She was tall enough that she could 
lift him to the point where his tiptoes brushed against the ground. 


It was a strangely comforting and welcoming hug — something genuine. Not knowing how to 
respond, he awkwardly returned the hug for a few seconds before she released him. 


Smiling as if greeting a lifelong friend, she introduced herself. 


“T’m Ta,” she said, speaking and signing (those signs at least were a bit clearer) and did 
something to her cheek. “My name’s because of my dimples, see?” 


Continuing to smile, she slowly tilted her head back and forth to show off her dimples. Zuko 
could see several beaded braids in her hair, but it didn’t really look like typical Water Tribe 
fashion judging by the pictures he’d seen. The braids were mostly scattered haphazardly 
through her hair. 


“Tt’s nice to finally meet you.” 
“T’m so glad you could come.” Miruka said, and she was extremely close to him again. 
‘I...why am I here?’ Zuko asked, slightly edging away from Miruka. 


“T’m sorry about my brother.” Ta said with a laugh. “He just dragged you out here like a pig- 
chicken for a cook-pit, didn’t he?” 


He had no idea what that meant. 

“He’s insisting that he did tell you what was--” 
Suddenly, Akihar interjected. “Do you talk?” 

Zuko quickly shook his head, and signed, ‘Not really.’ 


Akihar thrust his hand in Zuko’s direction, while the other two eyed him guiltily. Akihar went 
back to lecturing them. 


Zuko tried following what the other two were saying...something about...they had talked to 
the old man...and they did really try and tell him...something...? 


Akihar didn’t look impressed. 


“Anyway, I’m the older sibling.” Ta said, looking very proud. Her signing was still very 
difficult to follow. She flicked her hair, as if making a point. “Sixteen minutes makes all the 
difference, you know.” 


“You're from the Fire Nation, right?” Miruka asked. 
“Vesin’ 


“My great-grandfather on my dad’s side is from there.”” Miruka looked pleased as she shared 
the information. “I have a few firebending siblings. Are you a Firebender?” 


“Yes.” 


“Wow! That’s amazing! I’m — well, we,” Miruka indicated Ta and herself, “are Waterbenders. 
And we’re cousins.” 


Ta grinned proudly. “Yep!” 
“Have you ever seen waterbending before?” Miruka asked. “I wouldn’t mind showing you.” 


For some reason, she leaned in closer, and her expression showed something he couldn’t 
interpret. 


Motioning to Akihar, Zuko signed, ‘I saw him use waterbending to clean our house.’ 


“What? He was at your house?” Miruka asked, looking genuinely shocked. She wasn’t 
signing, but she was at least speaking clearly enough for him to lipread. “That jerk didn’t say 
anything about that! I would have gone, too!” 


She looked both hurt and disappointed by that information. 


Ta arched her eyebrow. She signed as she spoke, “But there was no way you could have 
gone, anyway.” 


Miruka was about to say something else, when the other three approached them. The two 
boys who had initially dragged Zuko here both looked extremely guilty. 


‘Sorry,’ the scarred one said. 


It took Zuko a few extra seconds to understand the second guy because his signing was best 
described as “sloppy”. ‘Yeah. We saw you outside and **** had been talking to your uncle 
and everything seemed like it was done. We thought you had time.’ 


The others quickly introduced themselves. 


Grinning guy had something to do with Cockroach-rat? (For some reason?) His name was 
Hanno. He was very proud as he explained that he “was difficult to kill.” 


Scarred guy was called “Daisuke” and had something to do with a birth mark on his cheek. 
‘What’s your Sign Name?’ Daisuke asked. 


Zuko frowned. He was clearly missing out on something. ‘I don’t have one... Am I supposed 
to?’ 


The others all looked at each other for a few seconds. 
“That’s fine!” Ta said quickly as she signed. “We can think of one for you later.” 
Anxiety niggled at him. Would they think he was stupid for asking? 


‘What’s a Sign Name?’ 


‘A Sign Name helps identify people.’ Daisuke signed. He grinned. ‘Only us deaf people have 
the right to ‘name’ others.’ 


He was...? 
Maybe it was rude to stare. 
“You’re deaf?’ Zuko asked. ‘I never met anyone like me before...’ 


Was there a way he was supposed to act, now? He didn’t know about Sign Names. Zuko 
wondered why if Toshio had worked with other deaf students, why didn’t he tell him about 
Sign Names? It seemed to be important. 


Zuko had always fingerspelled names of people because that was how he’d been taught. He’d 
just assumed that was how things were done, tedious as it was. 


Daisuke smirked, looking smug. ‘I am pretty awesome.’ 


“Look, it’s ***** and all, but can we get going already?” Akihar signed slowly as he spoke, 
looking annoyed. “Since they dragged you here, do you want to come with? If not, we can 
take you back to your house if you want.” 


“We’re going ******!” Hanno said, clearly excited about it. 
Zuko wasn’t sure of one the signs, and he copied them, asking what it meant. 


Akihar quickly clarified, “I told you about the cliffs. He’s talking about S-U-R-F-I-N-G. 
Surfing. Cliff surfing.” 
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“Please say you’ ll come!” Miruka said, leaning in close again. 


Zuko quickly agreed. He was being invited somewhere — and — he didn’t sense any ill-intent. 
Plus, there was someone else who was deaf. He didn’t want the other kids to think he didn t 
want to go. A part of him worried that if he told them ‘No,’ they’d never want to have 
anything to do with him again. 


So, he decided to go along with them. 

Miruka was practically glued to his side as they walked, though. 
“Do you like it here?” 

He hadn’t been here long enough to form an opinion. 


“Do you like living with your uncle? What does he do? People are saying that he’s opening a 
tea shop, or something. My uncle and Eshika both said that the tea your uncle made was 
pretty good.” 


Miruka kept asking questions about him, where he was from, where he’d gotten Sen, and 
how long he had lived in different places. Did he like sailing? Had he ever met pirates 


before? 
‘I don’t know.’ 


“Have you tried any of the food stalls around here, yet?” Ta asked as she walked backwards, 
while occasionally glancing behind her. She didn’t sign, but the clear, slow way she spoke 
was easy enough to understand. “I really like spicy chicken-lizard meat buns and fried tofu 
with honey-lemon seasoning on cold noodles. Let’s get some on our way back.” 


Zuko didn’t get a chance to say that he didn’t have any money with him. 


They had left the buildings behind to walk a few miles across an open field. There were a 
variety of farm animals that watched their group curiously but didn’t seem bothered by their 
presence. They crossed over a fence to stop at a sheer cliff face. They all crowded around 
Hanno as he used earthbending to lower them down into a tunnel filled with glowing crystals. 


‘It’s a shortcut.’ Dai said. ‘The only other way is go through the tunnels all the way on the 
other side.’ 


They walked for however long before Zuko saw sunlight and he blinked a few times before 
his eyes adjusted as they exited the tunnel. 


He looked around curiously. They were surrounded by plateaus and were effectively in a 
bowl-shaped valley. There were also several other people — a mix of Benders and non- 
Benders lingered at various spots throughout the jutted-out rocks. 


In an area further in front of them, Zuko could see people riding something down a slope. 
So...was that cliff-surfing? 


When Zuko pointed it out and asked, he was told, “No, that’s cliff-sledding. Big difference. 
You'll see.” 


“Ever since our accident, Daisuke has refused to ride with me.” Hanno complained. 
Zuko could only blink, feeling like he’d just missed the beginning of a conversation. 


Obviously equally annoyed, Daisuke then signed as he pointed specifically to the scars his 
face, ‘How do you think all this happened? He knocked five of my teeth out!’ 


“Tt wasn’t that bad!” 


‘I swallowed three of my teeth!’ 


The two started having an argument, or at least, he assumed they were. Their way of signing 
was a little difficult to follow. Zuko took a few seconds to process what the topic of their 
argument was. 


‘How...does that happen?’ Zuko asked Ta. 


“Oh, they were racing with some other guys, but they all got the timing wrong. Hanno 
kicked Daisuke’s face when he tried bending to dodge. It was like watching lemming- 
monkeys jump off a cliff and crash and flail, you know. But far less blood splattering, though 
they were all bloody.” 


She smashed her hands together in a very dramatic fashion. Zuko just nodded like he 
understood. 


“Daisuke lost teeth and Hanno nearly broke his foot...in half! The bones poked through the 
skin! The other two also got injured. But it wasn’t that bad because everyone’s alive even if 
one of the other guys nearly lost two of his fingers and the other one broke some ribs.” 


What...? There were definitely a few details he was missing there. 


She laughed like it was all a great joke that he was also in on. Zuko felt lost. Was some of 
what she was saying Earth Kingdom phrases or something? 


“So that’s why Daisuke doesn’t want to sled-bend or ride with my brother anymore.” 


The other boys resolved (he guessed?) their argument and led Zuko towards an area where 
people were sledding down the hills. 


Akihar was talking to a few of the people there. He turned when they approached. He didn’t 
look particularly enthused. 


“You want to try sledding?” Hanno excitedly asked after getting Zuko’s attention. 


Akihar quickly shook his head. “He’s not going down with you, ***. One ride with you and 
Zuko’s never going to want to come back.” 


“T’ll be careful, I promise!” 

Zuko wasn’t sure if he should be insulted or not. 

He got the cousins’ attention. ‘I can do it.’ 

Whatever it was... 

Hanno grinned way too enthusiastically, while Akihar rolled his eyes. 


“Whatever, fine. None of that crazy shid, got it, Hanno?” 


“Fine.” Hanno seemed very disappointed. “I promise.” 


They led Zuko over to an area where several people were gathered. They were all talking and 
watching everything else that was going. He didn’t really have a chance to stop and observe 
until they came to a cliff. 


Where they were the cliff overlooked a downward slope of a sand dune with several rocky 
spires sticking out. He could see people riding on sleds as they wove and dodged between 
the spires as they raced towards the bottom. 


Being able to get a closer look, Zuko could see that what people were riding on was 
hollowed-out boar-dillow shells that were stretched and shaped to make a sled. 


“We have to wait until they’re done before we can go.” Hanno explained, as his expression 
edged on sarcasm. “There’s a limited number of sleds allowed down at a time. For “safety 


III 


reasons.”’” The expression he made was one of mocking and disdain, like this was the worst 
of inconveniences. He made a slicing motion across his belly. “...all of them.” 


He wasn’t familiar with that sign. A reference to something? 


Zuko didn’t get the chance to ask, because a few minutes later, several people walked up to 
their group dragging the sleds behind them. 


It was then indicated by someone else standing on a higher ledge that those waiting at the top 
could go. 


Zuko glanced over at Hanno, who was pointing at a group that was gathering to also go down 
the cliff. Hanno spoke but didn’t sign. He looked gleeful about whatever he was saying. 


He ran his hand across his belly in a slicing motion again and pointed at them. 
Several people got riled up and responded with that weird sign Zuko didn’t understand. 


He’d seen Ten-Yu use it before, but it had made Toru laugh. They were talking to fast for him 
to understand. 


“This isn’t a race, Hanno!” one of the people said. 


And whatever they were saying didn’t make sense anyways. So...the slicing across the belly 
was clearly an insult of some kind. Was it a proper sign or not? Zuko huffed, feeling annoyed 
that he was completely lost. 


There were those who simply glared and turned away to ignore Hanno. 


After Hanno and the other two teens who had been arguing(?) with him had exchanged (a 
few more?) insults, Hanno directed Zuko to sit behind him on the sled and hold on. 


He was instructed to hold onto Hanno, so Zuko was basically clinging to the other boy’s back 
like an oversized koala-monkey. Sen settled herself into his shirt, and he could feel her little 
claws scraping against his chest. 


Akihar then leaned forward and said, “Make sure you clench your teeth on the landing. I 
heard there was a girl who bit off her tongue, once.” 


He gave Zuko a thumbs-up. 
Zuko stared. Wha---? 


Before he could even respond, the sled suddenly shot up into the air when something 
slammed into it. Zuko’s stomach felt like it was in his throat, and he held onto Hanno for dear 
life. It was not at all comforting to see that he had his hands up in the air without a concern 
single concern for their safety. 


Because Hanno was the one who was supposed to be hanging onto and guiding the sled. This 
had Zuko legitimately worried that the sled would fall out right from under them and both 
would plummet to the ground several feet below. 


Sure, the sand looked soft, but they could get seriously injured. What if they hit one of the 
pillars?! 
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Back on the top of the hill, the other kids watched as people were sent flying via an earth 
pillar curtesy of the Earthbenders. 


“Do you always have to say weird stuff like that, Aki? We don’t even know if that tongue 
story is true.” 


“Hey, hog-bullshit stories like that prevent people from doing something fucking stupid. 
Besides. Did you see the look on his face when I told him? It was fucking hilarious. Heh.” 
Akihar said, looking smug. 


“T like the variations where some animal comes out of nowhere and eats the tongue.” Miruka 
joyfully added. 


It was always fun to mess with the newbies. 
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Fortunately, Hanno gripped the sides of their sled as they began their descent. Thankfully, 
they dodged the various spires sticking up out of the sand. Zuko’s clenched teeth rattled as 
they landed, and the sled continued its course down the hill. The wind whipped around them, 
and he wondered what Hanno was doing when he suddenly stuck his leg outside the sled. 


Several seconds passed before he hit the ground with his heel and the sled whipped around 
several times untile they were going backwards. Zuko had no idea if this was a good idea or 
not, considering what he was rapidly learning about Hanno. No wonder Daisuke was 
unwilling to ride with him anymore. 


Up on the cliff, Zuko could see that the sleds were launched by a stone pillar getting slammed 
into them via earthbending. There were other groups of people who were sledding down the 
hill and were leaning their bodies certain ways to control the speed and direction of their 
sleds. 


Hanno then raised both hands again, only this time, he was making those strange signs. The 
strange sign made the people around them look angry and they returned it. 


Hanno whipped their sled around again and directed Zuko to lean forward with him. 


There was definitely a strategy here, and it was fairly easy to learn. Hanno would hold up his 
hand and make a sign for Zuko to lean to the side or something. How they moved affected the 
speed of the sled along with turning. 


This was actually — this was amazing! Getting the hang of it was fairly easy. Though, Hanno 
kept wanting to turn the sled in such a way that Zuko feared they would tip over; or their 
heads would scrape the ground or slam into one of the spires. 


Hanno was admittedly very good at dodging; but he cut things very, very close. Zuko could 
feel the vibrations when the edges of the sled scraped up against the pillars. 


When they finally came to a stop at the bottom of the hill, Zuko was covered in sand and his 
hair was completely windswept. He felt a little shaken, but he didn’t care. 


Hanno grinned, “It’s great, right?” 
Zuko returned the smile. 
The two boys carried the sled over to one of the rockfaces among other pairs of riders. 


Hanno and another girl worked together to make a slab of earth into an elevator to carry them 
and the sled to the top. 


From this position, Zuko could see several pairs of Fire and Earthbenders either sparring or 
riding on the sleds down the cliffs. It was just...all of them together like it was nothing. 


Suddenly, he had the feeling of someone staring at him. Looking around, his eyes landed on 
someone who was on a separate elevator. 


The boy’s eyes widened at being caught and he quickly turned away. But he’d been looking 
right at the handprint. 


Zuko reminded himself not to react — he just needed to — hopefully avoid trouble. 
Once they at the top, Hanno, ignorant of Zuko’s racing thoughts began telling him, 
“There’s more we can do with sledding. If you want, I can show you.” 

Back at the top, they dropped off their sled with the next group of riders. 


Akihar, Miruka and Ta were there waiting. Sen wriggled excitedly out of Zuko’s shirt and 
onto his shoulder. 


Once she was settled, Zuko got Hanno’s attention. He wasn’t sure when he’d get the chance 
to ask. 


‘What does this sign mean?’ Zuko copied the unfamiliar sign. 

Both Miruka and Ta’s eyes widened with expressions of surprise. 

Hanno and Daisuke both started laughing — but Zuko didn’t get whatever the joke was. 
“You mean you don’t know what this means?” Akihar asked, making the sign. 

Zuko shook his head. 

“Wait — so — you don’t know about cursing? So — you don’t know what this means?” 
Akihar made another unfamiliar sign. He frowned when Zuko shook his head. 


“Dumbass. Why didn’t you just ask me to explain? I just fugging assumed that you knew 
because you didn’t say anything and Hanno and Dai both have understood cursing for years.” 


‘I didn’t know that was what you were saying...’ Zuko admitted, feeling a bit put out. 


Akihar stared for several seconds before a lopsided smirk that revealed somewhat crooked 
teeth appeared on his face. It vaguely reminded Zuko of Azula when she was up to 
something. 


“F-U-C-K,” Akihar began, and showed the sign. “It has a Jot of uses.” 


In Akihar’s opinion, it was a very versatile and applicable word depending on context. 


He made that odd sign Ten-Yu and Hanno had used. The sign was definitely an insult and had 
more than one use. Though...why someone would make that sign by their mouth or...lower 
down didn’t make much sense. 


“Oh, and don t use any of these signs with or towards your uncle. Got it? I once made the 
sign towards my mom — I didn’t really understand what it meant — but my dad was there. He 
was furious. I didn’t sit or sleep on my back for nearly three days.” 


Warning noted. 
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Miruka and Ta followed after the boys as they walked towards the center of town to pick up 
some food before they made their way back to Zuko’s house. She subtly (she hoped) stared at 
Zuko, admiring his face. She had the excuse because he was walking a few feet ahead of her. 


Aki was gleefully telling Zuko all about curse words and insults, and how creative and 
colorful they could be. 


There was a brief question of, “Do you know who Na-Ai is?” 
Zuko nodded in the affirmative. 


Hanno made the motion of raking his hand across his belly “When I told those guys that 
“they were just like Na-A1’, I was just saying they couldn’t step up to a simple challenge of 
racing — even if we weren’t actually competing. It’s all just fun.” 


Aki’s expression looked irritated. “You can’t just leave it at that. Sometimes, when you tell a 
person, ‘You’re just like Na-Ai,’ it means that person’s a coward, gutless, and unable and 
unwilling to do what needs to be done.” 


Aki made sure to emphasize the signs that mattered. “It’s not always something you just say 
casually.” 


Daisuke also told Zuko, ‘Did you know that Na-Ai has three Name Signs?’ 


There was dragging a fist across the belly; or jerking a fist by the side of the throat; or simply 
calling Na-Ai ‘the Shamed One’. 


“You can even tell what region someone’s from depending on how they sign.’ 


Daisuke was always eager to share random bits of trivia. 


There was also a warning. Something the friendlier locals would tell all new residents to 
Shisan: do not talk about Sozin or Roku. The Avatar was a subject that better to completely 
avoided. 


Not unless you wanted to argue or be held hostage for nearly an hour being forced to listen 
to why they were both such terrible people. 


Zuko made a face at that warning — one of concern. Miruka wondered if he had a question, 
but it was interrupted when Hanno practically dragged Dai, Zuko and Aki over to a shop that 
was selling weapons, or something. 


Hanno was pointing at something. “I have an idea...” 


Daisuke’s back was to her, so she couldn’t tell what he was saying. But his posture showed 
that he was absolutely against whatever Hanno was suggesting. Probably something 
dangerous and dumb. 


Her cousin had the weird ability of dragging people down to his intelligence level. 


“Fu...” Aki trailed off upon noticing one of the older residents who was glowering at him. 
She was so old; she must have been there was Shusan was founded. She tended to lecture 
people; and she was probably ready to lecture Aki for his language. She likely would have 
then lectured Hanno for always taking such stupid risks if given the chance. 


Zuko and Dai avoided a lecture on account of her not knowing Sign. One might consider 
them lucky in that regard. No way would anyone bother accurately interpreting whatever bull 
snake-hog washed stick she had up her ass and was complaining about. 


She knew it, too. So, all she could be bothered with was staring disapprovingly. 


Aki went on to mumble something intelligible to cover his cursing. Her disapproving glare 
didn’t lessen in the slightest. 


“’..No. We’d need gloves, goggles, and a helmet. You don’t want to be half-deaf and blind, 
do you?” 


“Aw, come on, Aki!” Hanno’s voice was unnecessarily loud. “Do we really?” 
“Yes. And you’re yelling.” 
Ugh. Boys. 


“Fine...” Hanno’s voice was normal, and he sounded very disappointed that Aki was taking 
their safety into account. 


Zuko was admiring at the knives, and Miruka admired him. She totally wasn’t being creepy. 
She started planning a conversation in her head so that she could talk to him without it being 
weird. 


Miruka took a step forward when she heard a few voices speaking. The voices sounded angry 
and bitter. They didn’t like that Iroh was here and didn’t like that the Village Leader had 
agreed to let them stay. 


They started to say mean things about Zuko’s uncle and even Zuko. 
If he’d been able to hear them, it’d probably hurt his feelings. 


Miruka turned to glare at the older teens. One or two of them were probably in their early 
twenties. 


“Do you know who that kid is?” it had the tone of someone who fully believed they had 
caught someone in the act of stealing from the anpan platter. 


It wasn’t like everyone in town hadn’t been talking about it. Miruka stood tall as she faced 
them. She crossed her arms. “Pretty hard not to.” 


“Does your dad know you’re hanging around with him?” asked another; one of the older 
ones. He sounded so dumb, trying to be all mature and authoritative-like. 


“That kid’s descended from him.” The guy said it with a sneer. 


“You can go ahead and tell him, shit-hole licker.” Miruka dared and knew none of them 
would take her up on it. The jibe landed exactly how she intended it to. 


Dad was a towering figure with a fiery temper that no-one with even a single lick of survival 
instincts would want directed at them. 


He’d demand to know why a group of much older boys was paying such close attention to his 
daughter. He might even break their legs or hands while he was at it, and it’d be considered a 
small mercy coming from him. He was kind enough to not use his fire. 


“Let’s go.” Ta said, pulling her cousins along. She sent an uncharacteristic glare over her 
shoulder at the boys. “Even the most childish of insults is wasted on their simple minds.” 


Miruka turned her back and held her head up defiantly. 


Despite his Fire, Great-Grandpa fully and truly despised the Fire Nation, and he made 
absolutely sure his children did, too. But Dad thought hating them was too much effort. He 
didn’t think it was worth the time of day to hate people who had nothing to do with them. 


The Fire Nation was simply a distant thing; they were far removed from it. 


They may have had Fire in their blood, but they were fully Earth. 


It was just a few years ago that the Siege on Ba Sing Se had been going on. 


There were whispers of fear and anticipation, as they heard about the reports of war; 
wondering if the soldiers would come. Just as they had to a few of the surrounding towns. 


Some thought that they wouldn’t. Shtisan was too far out of the way, making it practically 
worthless strategically. There was no reason to pay attention to them. 


But others believed that they would come, eventually. An old man had insisted on it. His 
golden eyes had flashed with a certain fury, and his aged, shuddering voice still rattled in her 
brain: 


“The Fire spreads and devours like a disease; it is never enough for those damnable Earth 
Scorchers.”’ 


And then one day, a platoon of Fire Nation soldiers marched into Shisan, and they 
demanded that people submit to the Fire Nation in the name of Fire Lord Azulon and General 
Troh. 


There was no debate or even a chance to argue. 


It was quite the shock when a Firebender opened the attack on the soldiers — and from there, 
everything descended into chaos as the residents of Shiisan descended onto the soldiers and 
fought without mercy. 


The platoon did not stand a chance. 


From where she had been hiding, Miruka watched, fascinated, but was equally horrified. She 
remembered the sounds of screams and bones breaking under big rocks and the smell of 
bodies burning. 


Dad said there might be a time she’d have to fight but protecting the town and the people 
living in it fell to the adults. 


She had stared wide-eyed at General Iroh’s propaganda poster. The illustration emphasized 
all of his best features and made him look akin to a monster. He looked so cold, cruel, and 
especially proud. 


Unbreakable. 


(How untrue it was — especially when they’d heard that his son had died.) 


Her neighbors whispered with a poisoned spite as they viewed it. 
“He's that bastard’s grandson.” 


Her neighbors thought very little of him. They made the great General Iroh out to be some 
terrible Spirit that lurked in the shadows waiting to snatch away anyone who was not careful. 


But when he came to Shusan, he did not come leading an army. He only had his nephew — 
and the desire to settle down outside of the Fire Nation because there was nowhere else to go. 


Miruka most certainly knew who they were. In her opinion, Sozin’s descendants didn’t seem 
anything like what several people insisted on. 
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Ta excitedly led the group over to one of the food stalls. People mostly ignored their dirt- 
covered presence. This was an Earth Kingdom town with Earthbenders, after all. A dusting of 
dirt was normal. 


After greeting the owner of the food stall, who knew all of his repeat patrons’ names, Ta 
ordered a few spicy chicken-lizard meatbuns. 


The smell was divine, making her mouth water like a hyena-horse eyeing a hapless rabbit- 
stoat. 


She practically shoved one of the buns towards Zuko, and he took it. It took just a second or 
two for her to understand what he was signing. His Earth signing was all wonky, but then her 
signing must have looked wonky to him, too. 


‘I can’t pay for this.’ 


Ta blew a raspberry-puff, “Why would you pay? It’s my treat. I’m the one who invited you. 
Here, I also got a couple more for you and your uncle.” 


She took one of the buns that she’d bought for herself and took a large bite, enjoying the 
spicy kick. 


She gave the bag containing the remaining two buns to Zuko. Hanno ended up taking the bag 
from him because Sen kept trying to attack the bag. Such a little rascal! 


The ferret-fox then moved her attention to the bun in his hand, and Zuko quickly pulled a 
chunk off so that she would let him eat in peace. 


Zuko took a bite and agreed that it was delicious. ‘It reminds me of home.’ 


Pleased, Ta hummed as she spun around on her heel. Her beaded braids clacked together, and 
she had a few small bells that tinkled pleasantly whenever she moved. She ate her own bun 
and savored in its flavor. Friendship seasoned the food when it was shared and always made 
it taste divine. 


Everyone else bought their own food to eat on the way home. 


Dai, Hanno, and Miruka all were giving Sen bits of their own food. The ferret-fox basked in 
their attention. 


As they made their way back to Zuko’s house, Ta talked to Miruka about some waterbending 
moves she wanted to practice. Miruka nodded and hummed, but she was so not being subtle 
about staring at Zuko. 


“He’s cute, right?” Ta whispered teasingly. 


Miruka blushed. “Well, I-I mean—I just like—yeah.” 


Ta should totally give her dear cousin a few tips about boys. Sure, Miruka had a lot of 
brothers. But knowledge about men didn’t always equate to wisdom on interacting with them. 


She noticed that Aki was glaring behind him at Zuko, and then at Hanno and Dai. 


“You do realize that Zuko has no idea he’s part of your conversation, right?” he asked Hanno 
and Dai. 


Both of them were quick to apologize. 
Hanno quickly shifted so that Zuko was between him and Dai. 


He pointed to his right ear, “This is my bad ear and,” he motioned to his left, “this is my 
better ear. This way I can make sure to pay better attention.” 


“They were asking if you know about this card game,” Aki was saying, sounding all 
annoyed. 


But he was certainly going out of his way to explain and interpret, which only made Ta smile 
with amusement. 
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Iroh was amused as two boys ran up to him. One was scarred quite terribly on one side of his 
face. The other, grinned wide. 


“Are you done with the tea shop yet?!” he asked in an unnecessarily loud voice. 


“We’re opening tomorrow, actually.” Iroh said with a chuckle. It was promising that there 
was at least one or two people looking forward to it. 


“Great!” 


The two boys ran off, and Iroh went inside to make sure that everything was in place for 
tomorrow. He had to be prepared for any customers; and knew that a White Lotus member 
would be stopping by at some point. 


It was near lunchtime when Iroh went out on the balcony to tell Zuko that it was time to eat. 
Except, Zuko was gone, as was Sen. 


Iroh tried not to panic (at first). There was no way to exit the balcony without going through 
the house. He would have either seen or heard Zuko leave, otherwise. 


There was no sign of a struggle. 


The terrible thought of Zuko being kidnapped — or — what if someone here held that much 
spite, they would drag off a child to punish him for Sozin’s crimes — or — what if Chantico 
was displeased and she had done something like spiriting Zuko away somewhere until the 
day of the Comet? 


Iroh rushed outside, trying and nearly failing not to panic. He needed to control himself; 
panicking never helped anyone. 


He stopped a random passerby. She stared at him with suspicion. 


“I’m sorry to bother you, Miss — but — my nephew — he’s gone. He’s this tall, and he has a red 
ferret-fox.” 


“,... haven’t seen him,” she said, looking less suspicious. “Sorry.” 


A fellow shop owner offered up, “I highly doubt anyone could have taken him — we keep a 
careful eye out for strangers.” 


No-one had seen or heard anything. 


He couldn’t call out for Zuko — didn’t know where he was — didn’t know if someone had 
somehow managed to sneak in and take him and Zuko hadn’t been able to fight back. 


“Maybe he snuck out?” someone else suggested. 


Except there was no reason for Zuko sneak out. 


It was several hours of agonizing worry; asking people if they’d seen Zuko and searching for 
any sign of someone or something with ill-intent, before Iroh saw Zuko walking with some 
other kids. 


Akihar (and those two boys who had questioned him about the tea shop) were there, as were 
a couple of girls. 


He had no idea what they had been doing; but each of them was covered in dirt. 
“Zuko!” 


Iroh couldn’t stop himself as he rushed up to them — so, so relieved, but also angry that he’d 
been worried with no idea that Zuko had even gone. 


He gripped Zuko’s upper arms and carefully avoided his shoulders. It was simultaneously 
checking for injuries while also getting his attention. 


He pulled back to sign demandingly, “Where were you?!” 
Zuko stared up at him wide-eyed. 


“He was with us.” one of the girls said, smiling. As if she had no idea that Iroh had been 
panicking and imagining all the worst-case scenarios. 


It took him a moment to breathe in order to calm himself and ask, “Do you have any idea 
how worried I was?!” 


“Hanno said that he’d talked to you.” Akihar said with that drawl, while he motioned to one 
of the boys. 


These were just kids, Iroh reminded himself. “I didn’t even know he was even gone.” 
“We totally didn’t kidnap him, honest!” 


Hanno made a face. Signing and speaking, “I may have just asked him about the shop being 
done...and didn’t say anything about...” 


“You fucking said you talked to him!” Akihar yelled — before he froze and glanced at Iroh, 
and absolutely didn’t look guilty for his casual use of coarse language. 


“T did! I just didn’t --ow!”’ 
Akihar elbowed him and nodded towards Iroh. 
The boys all looked at him, waiting in a sort of anticipation — of anger, likely. 


His neighbor spoke up, obviously trying to mollify the situation. “Hey, man — it was a simple 
mistake.” 


“Zuko is different — “ Iroh started to say, and he looked at his nephew who had pulled away. 
He wasn’t looking at Iroh, but instead was glaring at the ground. 


Chantico’s handprint seemed to intensify his angry expression. 


He was waiting for Iroh to scold him further; waiting to argue. It was just a brief, passing 
moment, that Iroh realized. He was — Iroh could already see the distance expanding between 
them. 


This had just been a small mistake. 


Iroh knew, that if he kept on panicking and scolding with frustration and anger, he really 
would lose his nephew at this rate. 


“I’m sorry,” Iroh signed carefully, “Even a learned man can act foolishly.” 


It was a response Zuko hadn’t been expecting. The kids looked relieved, and Akihar signed 
something to the scarred boy. 


“Please, just next time — tell me that you’re leaving.” Iroh said, smiling. “You nearly gave 
this old man a heart attack.” 


The kids all said their goodbyes. 


Zuko still seemed wary, but Iroh instead put on some water for tea. 
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Earlier that week, when Aki had met Zuko who had been standing outside with Uncle Ten- 
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Yu, he’d initially thought that Zuko was just another one of his uncle’s “rescues”. 
Zuko was moving here with his uncle, yada, yada, and all that. 
It had been a passing thing. 


But then, Uncle Ten-Yu and Uncle Koya had come to visit later that same day. 


Aki was disappointed and very much annoyed that he was sent outside with the “other kids”, 
while his older siblings were allowed to stay. 


That didn’t stop him and the rest of his siblings from crowding around underneath the 
window outside the kitchen so they could listen in. 


It made him wish that there was an Earthbender available so that they could make a small 
hole in wall for the purpose of hearing better. 


Even with his voice muffled, they could just make out enough of Uncle Ten-Yu explaining 
the entire situation. He said that Iroh had initially lied, but he’d found the old man out. He 
shared quite a bit about the conversation he’d had with the old man. 


Uncle Koya complained about the old man and suggested they keep a close eye on him. He 
began to talk about the Dragon of the West as if he were actively trying to usurp the Village 
Leader and they were the only ones aware of the plan. 


Dad didn’t think much of it but was wary. Sort of like how someone would be wary of a cat- 
eel. They were only dangerous when pestered by unwitting hands that blindly reached into 
the shadowy portions of rocks. 


Dad was of the opinion that as long as the old man didn’t do anything harmful to anyone in 
Shisan, he didn’t see how bothering themselves to interrogate and go after the former 
General had anything to do with them. 


“What’re they talking about?” one of his siblings whispered, and another hissed at them to 
shut up. 


Uncle Ten-Yu insisted, “He wants to stop the war.” 


Uncle Koya was practically cracking the floor as he shouted, “They started this war! That old 
bastard and that brat are from Sozin’s line! What if he’s planning something using the kid? 
The kid’s probably pretending — to make us let our guards down.” 


“Are you seriously questioning my judgment?!” 


Mom’s voice joined in, “Koya. I think you need to stop being so suspicious, otherwise you’ll 
start seeing things that aren’t there. It might cause--” 


“Are you on his side?!” Uncle Koya’s voice dripped with a venomous accusation. 
They heard something slam, and Dad’s voice carried over the rest of them. 
“You do not come into our home and talk to Volna like that.” 


Dad was loud, but that wasn’t exactly his shouting voice; but rather his angry one. Aki shared 
uneasy glances with his siblings. He was actually finding himself relieved to not be 
essentially trapped in the conversation like his older siblings were. 


It had to be fucking awkward. 


“T get it with the old guy, but I’m not holding a damn kid responsible for what his great- 
grandfather did.” Dad was resolute on that. 


“All of us agreed to give the old guy a chance — and you know how Pedang is.” 


Instead of arguing, his uncle simply left and slammed the door on his way out. 
It was incredibly rare to hear Dad fight with his brothers. 


Mom wasn’t from Shisan, so she didn’t feel the same sort of apprehension as others did. 


And then Aki heard the whispers and the rumors. The rumors spread like a vicious wildfire in 
a dry field. The old General was one thing. But one might think Zuko had been brought to 
Shisan with the sole purpose of completely wiping it from the map, given what people were 
saying. 


Which was all boar-dillo shit. 


Aki easily judged things on his own. He purposefully went to talk to Zuko, and it had the 
added bonus of pissing off only the people who bothered to care. 


Dai was one of the few deaf people in Shtisan close to their age. Hanno had been the one to 
invite him and Dai had eagerly accepted just because someone had been willing to have any 
interactions with him at all. 


Dai had once admitted how lonely it had been before Hanno had basically dragged him into 
their group. That he would have been willing to do just about anything if it meant being 
included. 


Aki couldn’t help but think of one of his younger brothers who was so painfully shy that he 
had an incredibly difficult time making friends. 


Upon properly meeting Zuko, all he saw was a kid who'd clearly been isolated or something 
and was obviously eager to just have someone to talk to. 


He’d looked so surprised that Aki had invited him to the Cliffs. 


Zuko was deaf and had his lineage and ridiculous rumors going against him. Which sucked 
donkey-pig balls. 


Miruka practically skipped along as they walked. She was clearly anticipating seeing Zuko 
again far more than was necessary. She kept acting so weird around him. 


This time, they made sure to talk to the old man, who seemed so happy to see them again. 
When Zuko walked out to see them, Miruka waved. 


“Hey,” Aki said. “There’s a whole competition thing today at the Cliffs, so there’s going to be 
more people than last time, and it’I] suck. You wanna go?” 


Zuko nodded and made sure to wave at his uncle as they left. 


Miruka kept invading Zuko’s personal space, and his expression admittedly looked lost. She 
had latched onto his arm like some kind of leech-monkey. He either didn’t know how to 
respond or was too polite to (rightfully) shove her off. 


“Cut out that shit, Miruka.” Aki hissed, easily glaring at his sister from over the top of Zuko’s 
head. 


Miruka let go of Zuko. But she stuck out her tongue at Aki. 


“T wasn’t doing anything wrong — I’m just being friendly.” 


Zuko glanced at her curiously. 
“Seriously, quit hanging off of him.” 


It was one of those things that Aki didn’t have to ask whether or not Zuko liked having 
Miruka practically wrapped around one of his arms. 


Miruka huffed and muttered something under her breath. 

‘What’s going on?’ Zuko asked. 

“T just told Miruka to stop clinging to you. Feel free to tell her to stop.” 
Zuko’s expression made him look both relieved and uncomfortable. 


His sister scowled at him, which easily went ignored. But her expression may have also 
looked both annoyed and even a little hurt. 


Aki immediately moved on to the thing that really mattered: the sparring matches at the 
Cliffs. Well, it was more like a brawl between those willing to get into the ring. 


Upon entering the Cliffs, there was a side area where several people were lingering. 


Aki spotted his cousins; Hanno and Ta, who were having some sort of strange match that 
involved bashing their foreheads together from atop a platform. 


Hanno had a stone helmet on, while Ta had one made of ice. 


‘They’re seeing which element is superior,’ Dai explained Aki’s unasked question. His 
expression pretty much showed he had failed to talk the twins out of this. 


Hanno then got a smile on his face and made a motion with his foot which caused TA to lose 
her balance and fall forward. 


Hanno grinned victoriously. 


Except Ta’s ice helmet-covered forehead smashed into Hanno’s crotch. It was a moment of 
shared sympathy between all the males present as he went down. 


“Ha!” Ta laughed victoriously — but then Hanno’s foot kicked her in the face as he fell. 


Both twins were now groaning and writhing on the ground. 


Aki turned back to Zuko. “Sometimes we pretend we don’t know them.” 


A bit of Earth Kingdom trivia and history: 


The tales of infamy of Gao-An the Dreadful and Avatar Na-Ai has been passed down for 
generations in the Earth Kingdom. 


Depending on which region a person goes, Avatar Na-Ai name is either used as an insult or 
so taboo that no-one speaks their name. Their true name does not deserve to be spoken; and 
so, they will only be remembered by their actions. 


When parents tell their children of Avatar Na-Ai’s infamous story, they will write down their 
name and refuse to even speak it. Avatar Na-Ai does not deserve the honor of having their 
name spoken aloud. 


Many people simply refer to them as “The Shamed One”’. It's far easier to do so. 


The regions that were most brutally impacted by Avatar Na-Ai’s mistake is a bitter lesson they 
have taken to heart ever since. 


“Those without shame have mercy on the enemy.”’ 


Avatar Kyoshi grew up hearing the stories of course, and it is the reason she acted so swiftly 
and effectively whenever her duties demanded it. She would not make the same mistake as 
Avatar Na-Ai. 


When the Fire Nation first came to the Earth Kingdom, the reports of invasion and war 
reached the ears of the people living in those regions. And so, with the patience of Earth, they 
waited. 


And the very moment the first platoons of soldiers stepped foot into their land; the residents 
struck without mercy. 


Crushing the invaders with stones and sinking them into the sand. They made sure to burn the 
mangled bodies afterwards. They do not listen to crying pleas for mercy, and they adamantly 
refuse to bargain. 


It was very quickly learned by the Fire Nation’s military to absolutely avoid those regions 
entirely. They lost too many soldiers to make any fighting worth it. 
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